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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

As the world has become increasingly global and the amount of transnational businesses has grown, the 

threat of negative externalities has increased alongside. Companies are no longer bound by state-borders or 

by complex process of moving operations elsewhere and, thus, society’s ability to control their actions has 

diminished. These trends have especially been part of clothing industry as there the threat of negative 

externalities is particularly strong due to industry specific factors. Consumers, as companies’ primary 

stakeholders, can act as drivers of socially responsible conduct. For the most part, this ability is currently 

gone unused as consumers do not take into consideration the impact that their purchases have on society and 

the environment.  

 

This thesis investigated the reasons why consumers do not take products societal impact into consideration 

while shopping. Thus the research question was “Why do consumers not practice socially responsible 

clothing shopping?” This was answered through looking into the factors that were hindering socially 

responsible shopping from social practice perspective, and also how the consumers collectively rationalize 

the lack of action. The research was conducted through semi-structured qualitative interviews in 

Copenhagen.  

 

Firstly, according to the theoretical data, was created a typology of possible schemes in which different 

factors were preventing the action. This scheme typology was tested according to the individually analysed 

interview data which confirmed the model for three of the schemes. From the basis of this was developed a 

revised model of that can be used as conceptual framework in future research of socially responsible 

shopping practice.  

 

Secondly, the findings were analysed thematically, where were identified underlying themes that further 

explained the non-existence of socially responsible practice. From this section occurred that consumers, 

actually, actively avoid socially responsible shopping, and even thinking about it, as it is perceived to 

complicate their own life disproportionally.  

 

Due to these results, taking a social practice approach to promoting socially responsible clothing shopping 

was proposed. This could help tackling the factors that consumers perceive as hindering their capability to 

perform socially responsible shopping practice. In addition, this approach would enable simplification the 

issues by introducing readily adoptable practices to society and thus make it easy for consumers to perform 

socially responsible actions.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Businesses have, during the last fifty years, become unprecedentedly global as new technology has enabled 

the easy re-location of operations according to lowest expenses. This has set the stage for a new wave of 

negative social and environmental externalities (Laudal, 2010). Governments and third sector organisations, 

have, during the last decades, made extensive efforts to promote and increase the corporate social 

responsibility of companies (Steurer et al, 2012). Nonetheless, progress has not met the needs of society and 

the environment. Consumers are the primary stakeholders in companies (Buchholtz & Carroll, 2012) and 

therefore have the ability to impact upon the situation both globally as well as locally. For larger scale 

changes to happen in society, consumers must put pressure on companies to act in a responsible manner, as 

they have the ability to act as drivers of responsible business conduct. 

 

In general, consumers perceive social responsibility positively (Carrington et al, 2010) and portray a concern 

for the current situation in the world (RE-thinking consumption –study, 2012). These societal concerns are 

still not connected to the everyday life of consumers (Carrington et al, 2010) and thus do not impact upon 

their shopping practices. This discrepancy, termed the ‘intention – behaviour –gap’, has been studied 

extensively in the social sciences (Carrington et al, 2010) but a conclusive reason for its existence, or how to 

close the gap, has not yet been reached.  This thesis aims to research why this is the case and proffers an 

alternative perspective on analysing the problem. 

 

An industry specific approach has been selected in order to limit the scope of the study. The clothing 

industry was selected, because, in this particular field, the societal problems are especially pressing and 

consumers inactivity in relation to socially responsible shopping has previously been noted (Laudal, 2010). 

The current norms of Western-societies do not match with the ideology of socially responsible consumption 

as one of the main trends in the clothing industry is fast fashion (Jørgensen & Jensen, 2012). This has 

emphasized the expectations of excessive clothing purchasing and leads into unsustainable overconsumption. 

The negative externalities of this trend have been intensified by the availability of low-cost clothing. Low-

cost clothing is not expected to last and being of transient interest, are usually purchased without further 

considerations of where the items came from and where will they go after use.  

 

Traditionally research which has attempted to investigate the causes of the discrepancy between the 

intentions and actual behaviour of consumers, has been conducted from either an individualistic or socio-

technical perspective where the every-day life perspective has been overlooked (Spaargaren, 2003, p. 690). 

The use of social practice theory enables both of these factors to be taken into consideration simultaneously 

and thus offers a more holistic approach to the investigation of the reasons underlying the inactivity of 
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consumers in relation to socially responsible shopping. The ‘actions’, which are re-enacted by social agents 

in their routinized quotidian, become the key unit of analysis (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). 

 

The aim to improve consumers’ performance with respect to socially responsible shopping  requires that 

consumers reconsider the practices that they adopt. Facilitating this demands an understanding of the current 

situation so that the factors preventing socially responsible practices can be eliminated. Therefore, it is 

important to investigate what is the existing situation; why do consumers not take societal concerns into 

consideration when they shop for clothing?  

 

1.1. Problem formulation and research question 

 

This thesis focuses on consumers shopping behaviour, and particularly their clothing shopping practices, in 

contemporary Danish society. The aim was to investigate why social responsibility does not have impact on 

what consumers buy. Therefore, the research question is: 

• Why do consumers not practice socially responsible clothing shopping? 

 

The research question is accompanied by two sub-questions that will assist in the investigation of the reasons 

why consumers do not take in to consideration the societal and environmental impacts that their clothing 

shopping has. These sub-questions are the following: 

• What are the factors hindering consumers’ socially responsible clothing shopping? 

• How do consumers rationalize the lack of actions? 

 

This thesis argues that, in general, consumers do not take into consideration the impact that the clothing 

items they purchase have on society or the environment. The theoretical framework is used to create model 

(fig. 3.), according to which, the findings of the empirical study are analysed individually. First, in the 

analysis, each participants’ interviews are separately analysed in order to find out the factors that are 

preventing the socially responsible shopping in each case. Thereafter the deductively created model is tested 

and if needed revised. Secondly, the interview findings are analysed thematically to locate collective patterns 

which can explain the non-existence of socially responsible clothing shopping practice in society. In the 

conclusions is proposed course of action that could facilitate overcoming the factors that are currently 

preventing socially responsible clothing shopping in consumers’ everyday life.  
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1.2. Justification for the research 

 

In the social sciences, human behaviour has usually been studied from the perspective of human actors, 

presuming the meaning resides in the human mind, texts or the social interactions between individuals 

(Reckwitz, 2002). This presumption ignores the lived life perspective (Spaargaren, 2003). The social 

practices model enables the investigation of the day to day life and therefore opens up a new way to look into 

what actually exists in the lifeworld perspective in the quotidian actions of human agents and thus what 

creates the social order that structures life. This thesis focuses on the existence of consumers’ social 

responsibility in the social practices of clothing shopping in contemporary society. As the practices are 

perceived to be the location of social and therefore the smallest unit of analysis (Brand, 2010, p. 220) - this 

investigation focuses on the social practices to determine how social responsibility exists for consumers in 

their daily life and what are the factors restricting it. 

 

Social practice theory introduces a novel way of moulding social order in relation to social responsibility by 

trying to incorporate new practices in to the daily life of consumers (Wilk, 2009, p. 149) and enabling them 

to act as the drivers of companies’ socially responsible behaviour. For this to happen, it is crucial to study 

existing practices in order to find out how socially responsible concerns and activities currently exist with 

consumers. This investigation can be seen to open avenues to introduce new social practices that would be 

able to satisfy the consumers’ needs and wants whilst encouraging socially responsible behaviour that will 

act as driver for the corporate social responsibility of clothing companies.  

 

The clothing industry and thus clothing shopping has been selected as the field of interest for the study 

because many of the issues that are present in contemporary societies are profoundly present in this field. 

Firstly, through the structural changes that have occurred, companies are becoming increasingly 

transnational and taking advantage of the benefits that it presents to them. This is a scheme especially present 

in the modern clothing industry (Laudal, 2010). As the clothing industry is one of the largest business fields 

in the modern world, the threats that it poses (Laudal, 2010) for society and the environment are significant. 

Secondly, the public debate on the ways that clothing companies operate in the global society has been well 

established since the 90’s (Klein, 2000).  It is a field where social responsibility issues are relatively well 

established in the minds of people. Thirdly, everyday clothing is a commodity that generally relates to all of 

the members of society. Functioning in modern society without purchasing clothing is very difficult if not 

impossible. Lastly, even though the discussion, about the violations occurring in the clothing industry have 

been widely discussed in the media, it is still a field where socially responsible shopping does not currently 

occur beyond the efforts of a few.  This makes it an especially relevant field of research. For these reasons, 

the clothing industry was chosen as the field in which the study will be conducted. The potential benefits, 
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which research in clothing field may offer both future research and practitioners in the field, was also key 

point for its selection. 

 

1.3. Delimitations of scope  

 

Firstly, this thesis focuses specifically on the social responsibility of consumers in clothing shopping. 

Therefore the conclusions and implications are only relevant in relation to the clothing field and cannot be 

assumed to be applicable directly to other fields.  

 

Secondly, due to the sampling strategy used, the sample may be skewed. Random sampling was not used in 

the acquisition of respondents and thus the sample cannot be seen as representative of the larger population 

residing in Copenhagen. However for the purpose of testing the framework for researching the existence of 

socially responsible shopping behaviour and exploring the main reasons behind it, the sample was considered 

sufficient.  

 

Fourthly, with terms societal issues, or issues relating to social responsibility of a product, is referred only to 

its impact to people or the environment. This thesis has not included in the notions of social responsibility 

reference to, for instance, animal welfare issue. 

 

Lastly, the empirical research was conducted in Copenhagen, which is a particular societal constellation, and 

therefore its assumptions relate only to this context. 

 

1.4. Outline of the thesis 

 

Firstly, the investigation of the reasons underlying the lack of societal considerations in the consumers’ 

shopping practice will begin with a literary review of the existing body of research. This stage is presented in 

three sections. The initial step in the research in chapter 2. will look more closely at social responsibility in 

society and the role of the consumers with regards to the society and the companies. After this, consumers’ 

socially responsible shopping will be presented in more in depth in chapter 3. with a focus on clothing 

shopping. Lastly, social practice theory will be introduced in chapter 4. and discussed more in detail.  

 

The second phase of the study describes how, in this thesis, the socially responsible shopping practice of 

consumers will be studied on the basis of social practice theory as presented in chapter 5. Thirdly, the 
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methodology used in the empirical study will be described in detail in chapter 6. The fourth stage presents 

the findings of the interviews in chapter7. and there after these findings will be analysed in chapter 8.  

 

Lastly, in the conclusions in chapter 9, the results of the study will be presented and the implications will be 

discussed. The conclusions will propose how the findings of this study could, in the future, be used in 

practice and how they could direct future research ventures. The aim is that this thesis will contribute to 

research on the socially responsible behaviour of consumers and the obstacles that exist currently, in western 

society, for its adoption and how these obstacles could be overcome. 
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2. SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY IN THE SOCIETY 

 

Social responsibility is a concept referring to people’s role as accountable members of a society and how 

they thus should behave. The term responsibility is defined (Oxford Dictionary – internet site) as relating to a 

duty or control over something or someone or as relating to being accountable for something. Responsibility 

can also be used to refer to the nature in which one is operating – one's opportunity or ability to work in an 

independent manner and thus to make decisions on one’ own accord. The social, in social responsibility, 

portrays the actions relation to society and its’ organization. 

 

2.1. Social responsible actors in society 

 

For the market place to begin to function in a more socially responsible manner than currently, all members 

of a society are required to take part in creating change by changing the way they operate as part of the 

world. Rhoda Karpatkin (1999) has proposed that achieving a fair and just market place demands actions 

from a triangle of actors; governments, businesses and citizens, each with separate and overlapping roles. 

Governments are required to provide a regulatory and legislative framework that promotes and sustains fair 

business practices. Businesses must take responsibility of the impacts that their operation have on society 

(Rudell, 2006). Citizens on the other hand are required to act as collective members of a society and thus aim 

to influence the corporations’ behaviour within that society (Rudell, 2006). They can achieve this through 

consumer demand for more responsible behaviour as well as by using their power over the democratically 

selected governmental officials.  

 

 

Figure 1. Overlapping responsibility of social actors in society 
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In modern European countries there have happened many developments towards more socially responsible 

societies by different actors. A good example of socially responsible activity by a business is clothing the 

brand Marks and Spencer’s campaign Plan A executed in co-operation with the non-profit organization 

Oxfam International (Marks and Spencer –internet site). In Plan A, Marks and Spencer gives monetary perks 

to consumers that donate clothing to Oxfam, which then sells the donated items forward in their second-hand 

clothing stores to collect money to continue its operation. Plan A aims to benefit the non-profit organisation 

Oxfam, which is involved in projects related to reducing injustice caused by poverty in world (Oxfam 

International –internet site), prolong the lifecycle of Marks and Spencer’s clothing items, and create 

awareness amongst consumers. On the other hand the company, Marks and Spencer’s which is involved in 

the campaign, benefits from the project on multiple levels through for example positive word of mouth and 

further purchases from its existing customers as they return to the shops to claim the vouchers that they have 

gained.  

 

Governments have also been active to promote the socially responsible corporate behaviour even in 

situations where they cannot by law demand it. The Danish government has, for example, introduced as first 

country in world a mandatory CSR-reporting requirement for companies over certain size as part of the 

Financial Statements Act (The Danish Commerce and Companies Agency –publication, 2010). 

 

2.2. Consumers’ social responsibility 

 

The role of a person as a member of society can be defined differently depending on the perspective that is 

chosen for the purpose. A citizen, as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, is member of a society and 

legally recognized as subject of state. When a member of a society is seen in relation to their purchases of 

goods or services they are seen as consumers. Hence when people are perceived as consumers their actions 

are always seen as related to companies whose products or services they purchase.  

 

A consumers’ behaviour can be claimed to be socially responsible when motivation for purchasing and 

consuming products or services reflect concern for the effect that it has on the society and the environment 

(Kim et al, 1999). A socially responsible consumers’ actions is therefore not only conducted for satisfaction 

of personal needs but is also affected by concern for the environmental or societal impacts that the purchase, 

or use, of a product or service may have beyond the consumer.  

 

In accordance with the idea of social responsible development, Tania Ellis (2010) has stated that in Western 

societies a new sense of morality has emerged according to which “companies are expected [by consumers] 
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to share responsibility with governments for tackling issues, which in the old world economy they would 

have ignored in their pursuit of profit” (p. 9). The perception of the companies’ responsibilities depends 

partially on the social environment where people are located as its existing social structures affect society’s 

members’ understanding of the surrounding world and the expectations of roles that different actors and 

institutions have in it (Steurer et al, 2012, p. 214-216).  

 

2.2.1. Types of consumer social responsibility  

 

Consumers’ social responsible actions can take different forms in modern society depending on the level of 

knowledge that they possess. In general socially responsibility behaviour can be defined as action that is 

motivated by concern over the effect that a consumer’s choices may have on society and the environment. 

Therefore a person’s individual perspective developed as a part of a society on what is responsible, or not, is 

the key.  

 

The main factor in labelling consumer action socially responsible is the motivation that has caused the 

selection of the purchase of a particular product or a service. The choice does not have to be mandated 

merely on the basis of its’ societal impact, but concern for the effect on the society or the environment must 

play a part in the decision-making process for it to be deemed socially responsible choice. Furthermore the 

choice does not have to have either less negative nor positive societal impact. The majority of consumers do 

not have the means to evaluate the actual societal affect that their purchase choices have. This is due to a lack 

of knowledge of causal relations existing in the world between consumers’ shopping behaviour and the 

operation of the businesses. Hence it is the intention of the actions that becomes the main defining factor.  

 

Social responsibility is based on intentions as an action can be seen to be socially responsible when its 

intention has been to have either positive or less negative impact on society or the environment. This is in 

line with the deontological school of thought on ethics rather than the actual consequence or what the society 

has deemed good and thus virtuous In general intention ethics perceive one to have a moral disposition, 

when one has an intrinsic motivation to fulfil one’s duty. The consequences, or the ends, are thus inferior to 

the means used to achieve these ends, as it is these that portray the intentions one had during the action 

(Jones, Parker & Bos, 2005, p. 35-54).  

 

2.2.2. Relevance of consumers’ social responsibility 

 

Companies operating in the contemporary world are increasingly global and thus the power that governments 

or nation states have over them has diminished. Thomas Laudal (2010) has reflected on the works of Brink 
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Lindsey, Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson and John Gerard Ruggie’s regarding the difficulties nation 

states authorities’ have in governing the actions of transnational companies in the global business 

environment. In the globalized business world, a company’s actions are mandated by market-driven policies 

rather than a dependency on the positive perception of a singular state’s authorities (Laudal, 2010, p. 72). 

Transnational companies are not dependent on any specific location as the companies are able to re-locate 

according to their best interest with ease and hence governments’ ability to control companies has been 

reduced.  

 

The aforementioned changes in the global business world have brought forth the need for consumers’ to step 

forward in the process of making the market-place function in more responsible manner. The most direct 

way for consumers’ to regain control over the companies is through their choices as they are purchasing 

products and services. Without positive response of a purchase, the companies, targeting their products or 

services to private individuals, cannot continue to operate.  

 

The customers are the primary stakeholders of businesses as they have a direct stake in the companies’ 

success (Buchholtz & Carroll, 2012, p. 66).  The stakeholder theory names as the stakeholders of a company 

all the people and groups, that can affect or be affected by the company and its actions. These would include 

as the stakeholders company’s customers, employees, suppliers, partners, media, community, society, related 

governmental and non-governmental organisations (Buchholtz & Carroll, 2012, p. 64). According to 

Freeman (1988, p. 101) “…each group of stakeholders has the right not to be treated as a means oriented 

toward some end, but must participate in the determination of the future direction of the firm.” The 

consumers can thus take an active role in building a socially responsible society by reclaiming the control 

that they can have over the companies whose customers they are.  

 

Consumers have the ability to act as the driving force behind companies social responsibility (Golob et al, 

2008, p. 83) and thereby the production of socially responsible products and services. In the past consumer 

have affected companies overall actions with respect to the environment, health and animal welfare as well 

as the working conditions of employees in developing countries (Rudell, 2006, p.284). In 2013 the Clean 

Clothes Campaign received extensive support from consumers around the world demanding clothing brands 

to sign an Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh following the collapse of the Rana Plaza  

garment factory in Bangladesh (Clean Clothes Campaing –internet site B). As a response to over one million 

people signing the petition over 60 global clothing brands including, for example, Hennes & Mauritz, 

Benetton and Bestseller, have signed the legally-binding agreement that in the case of a similar accident 

provide a means of claiming compensation for injured workers. 
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Consumers’ attempts to reward or sanction companies through their purchasing decisions have been termed 

political consumerism (Neilson, 2010). This behaviour can take the form of either boycotts, where consumers 

aim to punish companies for perceived inappropriate behaviour by not buying their products or buycotts, 

where consumers’ reward them for desirable behaviour through buying their products and thus encourage 

them to behave well. Boycotts usually aim at a single company and can escalate to cross-border 

demonstrations including celebrity endorsements, public protest and media coverage. Usually boycotts have 

greater public visibility whereas the positive response of buycotting to a company’s behaviour is more often 

a private action by an individual with lesser visibility in a society. Political consumerism’s power thus lays in 

the collective power of consumers and others stakeholders. (Neilson, 2010) 

 

2.3. Relevance of social responsibility in clothing industry 

 

The clothing industry is one of the world’s biggest business areas and is currently regarded to be one of the 

most globalized business sectors existing (Laudal, 2010). Therefore the clothing industry presents a major 

possibility to impact upon the wellbeing of the societies that are affected by clothing companies operations. 

Laudal (2010) identified six main reasons for the threats that the international clothing industry presents to 

the societies affected by it. The main causes of societal issues related to the clothing industry to are: its heavy 

reliance on labour intensive production via traditional technologies; large differences between the cost levels 

of the source and recipient regions; buyers’ dominance over the markets; short order deadlines and the low 

predictability of orders that put the sources in vulnerable positions. Furthermore the situation is exacerbated 

by a lack of transparency and existing communication barriers that make it difficult to correct the existing 

negative impacts that this industry has along its production channels.  

 

Besides the aforementioned clothing industry specific factors, the risk involved with irresponsible company 

behaviour is further increased due to changes in the general global business environment that it operates in. 

Issues related to the clothing industry are general features of a global economy which reflects the inequality 

of wealth distribution and therefore asymmetrical power relations between the source and recipient countries. 

Besides this the changes in the product cycles and transnationalization of clothing companies introduce 

increased levels of risk to the clothing business. These factors cannot be changed by individual a company’s 

CSR programmes alone even though the resulting negative externalities can be managed in order to reduce 

their affect. (Laudal, 2010)  

 

Besides the structural challenges that the clothing industry and its social responsibility faces, changes in 

consumers’ clothing purchasing practices have alleviated their impact as fast-fashion trend has gained 
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prominence in developed countries (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010) and consumer demand for low-cost 

clothing apparel has increased (Rudell, 2006). As a response the negative externalities of clothing production 

practices have increased globally (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010) and therefore the importance of socially 

responsible consumption has become more important. 

 

In conclusion, the change of the world towards a more socially responsible direction requires active 

participation from all three of the social actors; governments, companies and citizens, for it to become a 

reality. Citizens, in the role of consumers, have the possibility to correct inherent flaws in the global business 

world where the transnational companies have escaped external control over the way they operate. Therefore 

consumers’ participation in socially responsible issues is paramount, especially in clothing industry where 

they, as the end-customers, can have a direct impact on companies and where the likelihood of negative 

externalities existence is eminent.   
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3. THE SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE SHOPPING BEHAVIOUR OF CONSUMERS 

 

The concept of social responsibility was introduced in chapter 2. with a specific focus on the consumer’s role 

as a member of society and their in relation to it. The relevance of the concept of social responsibility, 

particularly in the clothing industry, was then discussed. In this chapter the focus is on the consumer’s 

socially responsible shopping behaviour with an emphasis on socially responsible clothing shopping. 

 

3.1. Socially responsible shopping 

 

Consumers, in general, feel positively about socially responsible consumption (Carrington et al, 2010).  

Currently 65 percent of consumers assign for consumers’ the responsibility to purchase products that “are 

good for the environment and society” (RE-thinking consumption –study, 2012, p. 6). Regardless of this, 

majority of consumers’ purchases are made without regard to the social or environmental impact of the 

products. This discrepancy between the intentions and actual behaviour has been widely studied and is 

referred to as the intention – behaviour gap (Carrington et al., 2010). 

 

According to the ‘RE-thinking consumption’ study (2012, p. 23), in developed countries, only one in five 

state they have bought products because they are good for the environment and society and one in four has 

avoided a product because of its’ damaging effect on the society. On the other hand Piercy and Lane’s study 

(2009) proposes that consumers can be divided into four categories according to their societal stance’s 

impact on their actual shopping behaviour (Piercy & Lane, 2009, p. 345-346). Their study claims that 8 

percent of consumers are committed to ethical causes and make consumption decisions in line with these 

beliefs. The next two groups of consumers also wish to make ethically guided purchases, but either do not 

think that they have enough information to do so (30 – 35 percent of the consumers), or do not believe that it 

will matter what they do (30-35 percent of the consumers). The last group of consumers is uninterested in the 

ethical issues relating to their shopping behaviour. Another way that the discrepancy between the intentions 

and action has been approached is the more negative 30:3 phenomena (Piercy &Lane, 2009, p. 345-346). 

According this view, it is estimated that 30 percent of consumers think about the social impact of their 

purchases, but that only 3 percent of consumers act upon it.  

 

The actual reality of how the societal concerns of consumers impact upon their shopping behaviour has not 

been concluded. Nonetheless, it is apparent from all of these examples that consumers do have societal 

concerns in regards to their shopping, but their effect on consumers’ purchases is disproportionately small.  
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3.1.1. Consumers’ societal concerns in shopping 

 

Consumers’ societal concerns, in shopping, can reflect a variety of impacts that the products can have on 

society or the environment. Murphy and Enis’ (1974) product differentiation continuum, based on the impact 

that different product factors can have on the societal welfare, will be used as a foundation for a typology of 

concerns. This typology defines the factors that can cause consumers’ societal concerns when shopping for 

products. 

 

The first factor is the ecological impact of a product. This takes into consideration the effect that its 

production has on the environment. It reflects the use of resources, chemicals and energy as well as the 

pollution caused by the production. The second factor is the societal impact that the product has on society as 

regards its contribution to the long-term social welfare of the people who are not directly involved in the 

exchange process. Part of the societal impact is also its effect on the values of a society. Thirdly, Murphy and 

Enis (1974) listed the performance of the product relating to reliability, durability, safety and efficiency in 

regards to the time and energy that it requires to be operated. The fourth factor is the product extensions that 

relate to the store, packaging, and branding of the product as well as the services included with it. The fifth 

factor is the information available as regards the product, which relates to informative advertising, labelling, 

unit pricing and sales assistants. The sixth criteria concerns the potential contribution to the wellbeing of the 

society. It is the product design that takes in to account the styles and colours of the product as well as the 

products predicted obsolescence. The last factor is the embellishment related to the product referring to the 

persuasive or deceptive marketing tactics used in its marketing and the high-pressure sales techniques used in 

relation to it. 

 

3.1.2. Motivation for socially responsible shopping  

 

The values of consumers have an impact on what people see as important and valuable in their life (Golob et 

al, 2008; Humphreys & Brown, 2008) and thus take into consideration in their actions.  Members of a society 

do not share unified or homogenous value priorities.  Rather, different things are appreciated by different 

social actors (Siltaoja, 2006, p. 104). A change towards a more socially concerned direction has been noted 

in modern societies. In these societies, the importance of solidarity, quality of life and environmental issues 

has seemed to grow, while the importance of material value has diminished (Carrasco, 2007, p. 455-456). 

Even though a new generation of young adults have been portrayed as increasingly narcissistic and self-

centred, their values have simultaneously followed the aforementioned trend of having a well-developed 

social conscience and general interest in society’s welfare (Schmeltz, 2012, p.45). 
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The value of socially responsible purchases can be seen to be affected by the societal issue’s relevance to the 

consumer. The more congruent the societal issue is with consumer’s interests and values, the more likely it is 

to result in positive consumer action (Lee et al, 2012). This relates to the intensity, or, strength of the 

consumer motivation, and the direction of the action as it partially determines which of the socially 

responsible actions the consumer decides to perform (Moisander, 2007, p. 404). On the other hand, the 

perceived proximity of societal issues also plays a role in the evaluation as people tend to prioritize local 

things over global regardless of an increased globalisation of the world (Schmeltz, 2012, p. 40).  

 

Consumer behaviour is largely driven by values (Solomon & Rabolt, 2004, p.131) and therefore the value, 

which is gained by a purchase, can act as a driver of shopping action. Data collected in Green and Peloza’s 

research (2011) depicted the existence of three different types of value that can be gained from purchasing 

socially responsible products. These value types are emotional, social and functional. The first relates to the 

“good feeling” factor that can be related to supporting a socially and environmentally “good” company. 

Secondly, the social value reflects the expected positive judgements that may be received from others due to 

the purchase. Lastly, functional value is related to instrumental benefits that the consumers perceive they 

acquire from purchasing socially responsible products.  (Green & Peloza, 2011)  

 

The aforementioned types of value can appear, to consumers, as either distinct values or as one combined 

entity. For instance, a consumer purchasing an item from Hennes & Mauritz’ Conscious Collection of eco-

clothing line (Hennes & Mauritz –internet site A), which offers products manufactured organically or from 

recycled materials, may perceive the purchase to have simultaneously added value with respect to all three 

types. Emotional value can be gained as the person feels that one has made a “good deed” by buying an eco-

friendly product. Social value can be achieved from being able to “look good” in the eyes of others and 

finally, functional value can be perceived as the consumer may see the product to be safer for themselves, for 

instance, because it is organic and thus contains fewer harmful chemicals.  

 

On the other hand, the socially responsible product attributes do not necessarily add to the value of a product 

but may indeed, be seen to diminish the value of the purchase (Green & Peloza, 2011). For example the 

products manufactured of recycled materials can be seen as of lesser quality and to be less durable than other 

options and hence reduce the overall value of the purchase.  

 

3.1.3. Barriers to socially responsible shopping 

 

The barriers to motivations of socially responsible shopping can be categorized according Johanna 

Moisander’s (2007) research in relation to the motivational and practical complexities of green consumerism. 
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On one hand the complexity of socially responsible purchasing, relates to the informational perplexity 

present in the market place and society in general. A consumer, wishing to act upon one’s societal concerns, 

is confronted with the problem of finding information on what action would have the best end result. This 

may become an overbearing obstacle for a consumer in everyday life. The average consumer does not 

usually have enough knowledge to be able to identify the complex trade-offs present in modern business 

environments. 

 

In addition, motivational conflicts which stem from an oft encountered dissonance between the self-

interested and personal benefits and the collective goals of socially responsible consumption can make it 

difficult for consumers to perform actions that are consistent with their values (Moisander, 2007). This 

incompatibility can thus, in practice, lead to a lower level of social responsibility in shopping and also 

partially explain the persistence of the intention - behaviour gap in society (Carrington et al., 2010). People 

have limited resources in their everyday life and the choices required in the allocation of their time, money 

and effort can cause social responsibility to lose the motivational conflict. Therefore consumer inactivity, in 

regards buying ethical items, may also be due to that "consumers may not feel restricted -- but simply be 

overwhelmed by the number of attributes that can be used in decisions to purchase clothing” (Dickson, 2000, 

p. 28). 

 

Furthermore, factors, which are external to the individuals, can constrain the ability of consumers to act in a 

socially responsible manner. These external factors include, amongst others, cultural, political, infrastructural 

and economic circumstances present in the market place and the society at large. Even though a consumer 

would wish to act in socially responsible manner the possibility of this can be limited by factors that cannot 

be individually affected. These factors can be, for instance, restrictions based on political decisions or 

fashion trends dominating the available clothing selection in stores. The lack of a desire to invest resources 

to socially responsible activities can also be based on the belief that the action would not in fact have any 

impact on either societal or environmental problems (Kim et al, 1999). 

 

The results of Moisander’s study (2007) are supported by the results of the ‘RE-thinking consumption’ study 

(2012) in which consumers reflected on the factors that they perceive to impede their socially responsible 

shopping practices. The study found the deficit of responsible purchasing, according to consumers, was due 

to the high price of products, a perceived lower performance than competing products and sceptical attitudes 

towards claims made of the products benefits to society. In addition to these, the adoption of a routine of 

purchasing socially responsible products was seen difficult (ibid., p. 27).  

 



21 | P a g e  
  

3.2. Socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

Socially responsible clothing shopping can be defined as shopping for clothing which is impacted by societal 

concerns that a person has. For the shopping to be deemed socially responsible, a purchase of clothes has to 

be made, at least partially, due to the consumer’s intention to buy something that has a positive impact or less 

negative impact than alternatives have on the society or the environment. 

 

3.2.1. Consumers clothing shopping behaviour 

 

Consumers can, in general, be divided according to their shopping orientations to be either to economic, 

hence utilitarian, or recreational shoppers (Hansen & Jensen, 2009, p.1153; Dholakia, 1999, p. 161). 

Economic shoppers seek to solve a problem that they have encountered in their life through a purchase and 

thus the emotional appeal of the practice is not relevant. For recreational shoppers, on the other hand, the 

shopping practice, in itself, is a pleasurable activity that gives them satisfaction and thus the exchange 

situation becomes more meaningful. Clothing shopping is a good example of shopping that is often a 

recreational activity, which is expected to be a satisfying and pleasurable experiences (Dholakia, 1999).  

 

Changes in the world business environment have affected the fashion-world, and thus in clothing shopping 

practices. These have overlapped with fundamental changes in the systems of provision and furthermore in 

the clothing companies’ production practices (Jørgensen & Jensen, 2012). Clothing brands have broadened 

product ranges to cater to different trends and unique styles and furthermore, become more responsive to 

adapt to faster, transient fashion trends as they appear (ibid.). Simultaneously, the discourses and lifestyles in 

regards clothing consumption have changed in the everyday life of people (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). 

People have become more fashion conscious in general and also more conscious about their appearance than 

previously. 

 

Consumers’ clothing shopping practices have changed during last decades as the “fast fashion” trend and 

demand for fashionable low-cost and quality clothes has increased (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). Fast-

fashion refers to the quick changes that happen in the consumption of clothing as consumers have an 

increased need to follow rapidly changing seasonal trends (Jørgensen & Jensen, 2012). Furthermore, the 

increase in the level of clothing purchasing has occurred as the amount of fashionable, cheap, “throw-away” 

clothing in the market place has increased (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). Purchasing a large amount of 

clothing that is used only a few times according to fashion fads is considerably more common in the younger 

age groups than in older generations (ibid.).  
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3.2.2. Social responsibility in relation to clothing shopping 

 

The consumers, in general, can be seen to be relatively more conscious of problem issues relating to the 

social responsibility of companies in the clothing field, compared to other industries. This is due to previous 

media attention. In the 1990’s, massive boycotts were conducted as the misbehaviour of major clothing 

brands in developing countries were brought to consumers’ attention (Birch, 2012). Even though the active 

media interest has lessened since, it has gained attention once more, particularly in 2013 due to the disastrous 

accidents in Bangladesh (Clean Clothes Campaign –internet site).  Furthermore, many clothing giants have 

recently actively promoted their CSR-initiatives to consumers in order to bring forth positive awareness 

about them. These initiatives have varied greatly from specific sustainable or “conscious” clothing lines 

(Hennes & Mauritz –internet site A.) to recycling and partnering programmes with third sector organizations 

(Marks & Spencer –internet site).  

 

According to previous studies, consumers are most concerned in the clothing industry by issues relating to 

labour conditions (Dickinson, 1999; Shaw et al, 2006) and environmental issues (Hustvedt & Bernard, 

2010). The main concerns in relation to the workforce are low wages and inappropriate working conditions 

Dickinson, 1999; Shaw et al, 2006). These results are in line with the findings of The Regeneration 

Consumer Study (2012) in which consumers named the main issues that the companies should focus 

attention as: protection of clean drinking water; providing fair wages; health care and safe working 

conditions and maintaining jobs and economic opportunities (RE-thinking consumption –study, 2012, p. 6). 

 

Research conducted by Hiscox, Broukhim, Litwin and Woloski (2011) on consumers’ preferences to 

clothing purchases made with fair labour standards, got results which indicated that consumers’ are, in an 

increasing amount, willing to purchase clothing items with positive sustainable or responsible factors 

included in them and that they are also ready to pay a premium for these products. Nonetheless, in general, 

the consumers do not commonly, in their everyday practice of purchasing clothing, take in to evaluation the 

societal impact of the purchase, even though they would be in theory be interested in the wellbeing of the 

society.  

 

In Danish society there exists an increasing amount of products that are marketed as socially responsible. For 

instance marked with an eco-label (Jørgensen & Jensen, 2012) or a particular collection that is presented as 

socially responsible (Hennes & Mauritz –internet site A), the available selection of clothing products is still 

lacking in width and depth (Jørgensen & Jensen, 2012). However some Danish clothing companies have 

cancelled their eco-labelled clothing lines due to lack of interest from the consumers' (Jørgensen & Jensen, 

2012). 
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This part has been introduced the concept of socially responsible shopping and the motivations and barriers 

of it in consumers everyday life. Secondly it looked at the social responsibility in consumers clothing 

shopping. In the next section will be discussed in detail social practice theory which will be used in the 

empirical study as conceptual framework.  

  



24 | P a g e  
  

4. SOCIAL PRACTICES IN SOCIETY 

 

This part of the thesis introduces social practice theory which will be used in the investigation of consumers’ 

socially responsible clothing shopping. First the social practice theory as a means of understanding the 

socially constructed reality is introduced. Secondly the main elements of the theory are discussed and, lastly, 

a closer look is taken at the interconnected nature of these elements.  

 

Social constructionism perceives the world to be constructed by the meanings which create the reality in 

which people live (Potter, 1996, p. 97). Therefore the existence of a thing, or a concept, is not the key factor, 

rather the importance lies in what it means to people and how it affects their experience of the world. 

Socially constructed meanings hence define reality (Gergen, 2009, p. 2-5) opposing realism’s view that the 

world exists as a set of fundamental facts and an objective reality is available in the same manner to 

everyone (Gergen, 2009, p. 161). When social actors talk about reality, it is always linked to their respective 

standpoint, as concepts do not have the same objective meaning for everyone. This way there is not merely 

one singular reality, as from realist point of view, but rather a set of realities, which are used in making sense 

of the surrounding world. (Gergen, 2009, p. 2-5) This way every description can always be seen to mirror 

one particular social group’s version of their social reality and therefore be as factual as any other (Potter, 

1996, p.99).  

 

The post-structuralist strand of social constructionists view the meaning of concepts and actions to be 

constructed and to exist in symbolic chains (Holt, 1997). These are built on the basis of the accumulated 

historical resources available for a particular society and individuals and recreated through the negotiation of 

alternative discourses. In this manner, meaning is not univocal but rather in flux as it is a result of subjective 

social negotiation and the produced relational linkages are affected by the cultural background of the social 

actors (Holt, 1997). These meanings can be seen to exist in people’s day-to-day life in the social practices in 

which individuals participate and in which the meanings and practices are talked about (Moisander et al, 

2009), The subjectivity of individual people is culturally constructed and the understanding of individuals as 

meaning giving subjects is rejected (Moisander et al, 2009, p. 337). 

  

Social practice theory is a subtype of cultural theories and it shares with the other models the understanding 

that social order is located in shared knowledge of cognitive and symbolic structures of knowledge that guide 

individuals’ behaviour and thinking (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 245-246). These socially constructed structures of 

collective knowledge provide a way of ascribing meaning to the world and thus act as a means for people to 

make sense of themselves and their surroundings (Markkula & Moisander, 2012, p. 107). The meaning, 

according to social practice theory, is however, not seen to exist in a singular element of mind, text or 
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intersubjectivity, as in its predecessors, but rather in routinized actions in which these elements appear 

interconnected to each other (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). Furthermore, these structures both enable and 

constrain what is perceived as appropriate and desirable (Reckwitz, 2002), in a particular spatial and 

temporal context (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 54). As Norman Fairclough (2003, p. 22) has stated 

“Social agents are not “free” agents, they are socially constrained, but nor are their actions totally socially 

determined.” Social practice theory recognizes, as the location of the social, the patterns of unique actions 

that are re-enacted by social agents in their routinized daily life (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). Practice theory 

therefore directs the researcher’s attention to the practices instead of the individuals performing them. A 

particular way of understanding related to an action is perceived to be a quality of the practice in question, 

rather than the individual human being carrying it (ibid., 250). Hence the social practices become the 

smallest unit of analysis and the location of meaning (Brand, 2010, p. 220).  

 

4.1. Social practice theory 

 

Peoples’ daily actions in the world participate in the construction and maintenance of the social reality of 

which they are a part of (Gergen, 2009, p. 44). The term social practice relates to what people do, but is not 

limited to this only. As Etienne Wenger (1998, p. 47) has stated, practise is “doing in a historical and social 

context that creates structure and meaning to what we do”. Thus in social practices both tacit and explicit 

aspects of lives are involved, including equally what is done and what is known (Wenger, 1998, p. 51). 

Therefore practises create meaning to people’s everyday experiences - the activities of the body and the 

workings of the mind – in a process through which the world is experienced and the experience and the 

engagement is made meaningful  (Wenger, 1998, p. 51).  

 

The major benefits of adopting a social practice theory approach are its ability to identify links between 

social, economic, technical and cultural elements and the practical day-to-day life (Brand, 2010, p. 231). 

Understanding the links between these factors is crucial as they all are interconnected.  Therefore, changes in 

any one of the factors can affect the other factors ones as well as what happens in practice.  On the other 

hand, the model allows the investigation of human action as it is embedded in the domain-specific sets of 

social practices (Brand, 2010, p. 231) instead of as mere individual choices, or as actions mandated by the 

current norms (ibid., p. 220). Therefore, the unit of analysis no longer needs to be the structures, in a 

technical sense, or the subjective individuals, but rather the overarching patterns in a lifeworld perspective 

(Spaargaren, 2003, p. 690). The practice theory approach focuses on the collective development of what are 

deemed to be appropriate modes of conduct in a particular sphere of everyday life (Warde, 2005, p. 146). 
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Gert Spaargaren and Bas Van Vliet (2007) developed a conceptual model to illustrate social practices as 

portrayed in Figure 2 (p. 53) based on the earlier model of Gert Spaargaren (2003). In it, the social practices 

are perceived as affected, on one hand by the rules and regulations of a society and on the other, by the 

discursive and practical consciousness of its human agents. The model allows the investigation of social 

practices from two different perspectives: institutional analysis focusing on the systems of provision; and 

analysis of strategic conduct concentrating on the human agency (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 54).  

 

 

Figure 2. Conceptual model of social practices (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 53 

 

4.1.1. Human agency in social practices 

 

People carrying the practices affect the patterns of social practices that exist in particular time and space 

(Spaargaren, 2003, p. 689). The term human agency does not refer to the individuals but rather to the 

lifestyle and selection of social practices (ibid., p. 689) that are performed by the social agents (Warde, 2005, 

p. 134). Social practice theory perceives “[t]he single individual – as a bodily and a mental agent – acts as 

the “carrier” of a practice – and, in fact, of many different practices which need not be coordinated with one 

another” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). Therefore the individuals, as a source of information, are no longer of 

interest in regards to their personal attitudes and behaviour.  Instead, the focus is centred on the collective 

structures of knowledge that can be approached through investigating their actions. These structures enable 

the human actors to make sense of the world and create meaning within it (Markkula & Moisander, 2012, p. 

107). The meanings are carried by the people as they re-enact the routinized actions of their quotidian life.  

 

Even though people are perceived as the carriers of practices, which are based on the social order of the 

society, human beings do still not act as a unified group. The individuality of a person exists in the nexus of 
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practices that are carried by human agents (Brand, 2010, p. 221). Every situation has a plurality of practices 

that can be performed by an individual, and the selection of suitable ones and the combination of the 

different practices, performed by an individual, separates people from one another. An overview of the 

existing social practices enables an understanding of the shared knowledge that is present in a particular 

society.  

 

The meaning of people’s actions can be located according to social practice theory in three spheres as they 

exist in the daily life of people. These spheres, which are illustrated in Figure 2. starting from the left side of 

the model, are people’s discursive and practical consciousness, lifestyle and the human action. The shared 

knowledge exists in these three spheres of practice which continuously affect one another. The spheres differ 

in the form they take, how they are visible in the people’s everyday life and how they influence the other 

spheres of social practices. The following sub-chapters will look further into these three spheres. 

 

4.1.1.1. Discursive and practical consciousness 

 

A person’s consciousness can be divided in to practical and discursive consciousness which reflect different 

sides of the “stock of knowledge” existing within people. Chris Mathieu has in his work (2009) revised 

Anthony Giddens’ theory, published in the 1979 article Central Problems in Social Theory; Action, Structure 

and Contradiction in Social Analysis, by defining the distinction between these two facets of people’s 

consciousness. According to Mathieu (2009) practical consciousness is not un-conscious or un-articulable, as 

Giddens portrayed it, but rather, consciousness that has not been deliberately reflected upon. Knowledge in 

the form of information that has not yet been reflected upon resides in the practical consciousness of a person 

and through deliberate reflection can translate into awareness and thus shift to discursive consciousness.  

 

People tend to rely on practical consciousness in situations where they have to identify the context of the 

situation and select the appropriate action to match the context, both from a cultural and personal perspective 

(Mathieu, 2009, p. 180). Often, actions based on practical consciousness come forth in situations where the 

performed action is conducted in a manner rooted in what others have been seen to do, or in how the person 

is used to doing it. No discursive reflection on the topic is required, as the action is rather done on the basis 

of “what feels right” and might therefore not be in accordance with the person’s values and beliefs (Mathieu, 

2009, p. 180).  Actions based on the practical consciousness allow people to participate in “everyday life in 

an unthinking manner” (Hargreaves, 2002, p. 86). Actions based on practical consciousness can be verbally 

expressed, when prompted, even though their practice has not been deliberated (Mathieu, 2009, p. 188). 
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Discursive consciousness, on the other hand, refers to the deliberate reasoning that occurs on the level of 

discourses (Mathieu, 2009). Discourses refer to non-individualistic entities that are collected in webs of 

explicitly articulated meanings (Schatzki, 2001, p. 14). These guide people’s premeditated actions. When 

knowledge existing as information in the practical consciousness is reflected upon, it enters the discursive 

consciousness of an individual. Awareness on the level of discursive consciousness is needed for individual 

to perform deliberated actions. Without reflection the actions are not purposely performed but rather rooted 

in habits or on following the tacit practices of society. The shift from practical to discursive consciousness 

can occur, for instance, when the actions stemming from practical consciousness no longer “feel right” and 

the information  possessed on the issue is thus deliberated and becomes discursive (Mathieu, 2009, p. 180). 

 

People’s consciousness is connected to the communities of practice, in which people share, develop and 

negotiate their understanding of the world (Wenger, 1998, p.47). Being a member of a society can be stated 

to be a “constant process of negotiation of meaning” (Wenger, 1998, p. 53). The process of negotiation is a 

concept where the people involved are trying to achieve an agreement even though it is not needed for the 

existence of a practice (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 246). This is often done through communication, and thus 

language, but it is not limited to it. Negotiation happens continuously in everyday actions as the meanings 

are formed and reproduced, when they are discussed (Wenger, 1998, p. 52-53) and acted upon.  

 

An understanding of reality is always created in a context of specific practices and often related to specific 

communities of practice in which the negotiations of meanings happen locally in the daily activities of its 

members. Besides the plurality of different communities of practice, people also belong to greater 

constellations such as language groups, nations and geographical regions. These constellations of 

interconnected practices share common factors, such as shared historical roots, belongingness to an 

institution or geographical proximity, that connect the people belonging to them. Perspectives and identities 

of the members of a constellation are connected to each other, therefore creating similar opinions and 

worldviews inside the group. (Wenger, 1998, p. 127-129)  

 

Furthermore, within different communities of social practice exists a plurality of discourses that affect the 

social practices its members engage in. Each community has their own way of understanding the world as 

well as discussing it.  Which one of these shared understandings shall direct the behaviour depends on which 

is the most fitting in a given situation with an individual’s lifestyle (Spaargaren, 2003, p. 689).  
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4.1.1.2. Lifestyle 

 

A human’s everyday life is composed of multiple different life segments, each of which, have their own 

social practices where different sets of rules and norms are involved. The combination of practices carried by 

an individual is affected by the agents’ lifestyle (Spaargaren, 2003, p. 689). Lifestyle is composed of the 

social practices performed by the individual and the storytelling related to the actions (Spaargaren, 2003, p. 

689) or in other words the “narrative of self” as it serves as an expression of person’s individual identity 

(Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 55). People’s lifestyles include different segments in which different sets 

of rules are put to action depending on the circumstances (ibid., p.689; Brand, 2010, p. 218). Regardless of 

the differences between different segments of behaviour, all of the actions of a human actor must be coherent 

in order to maintain credibility and enable integration of the different actions (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, 

p. 55). This does not limit actions to follow the same set of rules in all segments of their life. For example, a 

person aiming to live according to green values may use ecological norms as the guidelines in one’s 

everyday life. This preference still does not restrict one from having parts in their life, in which these 

guidelines do not apply, so long as one is able to justify the discrepancy for oneself (Spaargaren, 2003, p. 

689).  An example would be where one usually guided by green values has a non-environmentally friendly 

hobby such as motorcycling. Justification of the discrepancies within a lifestyle is mandatory so the overall 

lifestyle and the related self-narrative stays coherent. 

 

The lifestyles of people change over time. This reflects the social environment in which the person exists as 

well as the social practices that they perform. Lifestyle is affected by the different discourses existing in their 

communities of practice which affect their practical and discursive consciousness, and which may not always 

match with one another. A person might be part of a third sector organisation promoting sustainable living, 

but at the same time be employed in the fashion industry where one’s day-to-day life is organised by 

following continuously changing trends that promote excessive consumption. On the other hand the wish to 

purchase and consume products in a sustainable manner may be restricted by limitations existing in the 

society’s systems of provision due to the lack of suitable products that would enable acting upon the wish. 

Changes in either – the communities of practice or the systems of provision - in a person’s life have the 

power to cause changes as the knowledge capital increases through their interaction. This may happen as the 

available social practices may change or by meeting new people which introduce new information. Partially 

these changes happen organically as people grow and their situations and therefore, the context, changes and 

partially these changes can be caused by disruptions in the routines or the social order and structures 

(Reckwitz, 2002, p. 255). Therefore lifestyle is not fixed, even though it has to be up to certain point 

consistent, otherwise the narrative of self (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 55) would not be grounded or 

coherent. 
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Lifestyle is also related into the stylisation of life where people seek to express their style by the selection of 

the goods that they consume (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007). Thus the question of good and bad taste comes 

into the sphere of lifestyle and the selection practices that they perform can be used as a distinction of people 

with differing tastes. This is particularly the case with clothing items as most of people wish to indicate their 

personality through their choices. Choices made by consumers are furthermore aimed to be preserved and 

legitimized as they symbolically re-produce their disposition and lifestyle (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007). 

This way consumers make an effort to keep their clothing shopping consistent with what they see as “good 

taste” as well as otherwise fitting with the self-narrative that they associate with themselves. They may thus 

be reluctant to change their existing patterns of consumption, as other ways of doing it may conflict with 

what they perceive as suitable. 

 

Consumption also, in its symbolic form, enables consumers to relate themselves to, and disassociate from, 

others (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007). Therefore changing existing practices may associate them with a 

group of people that they may not want to be included in. For instance political consumerism may be seen as 

an “anarchist” or “hippie” action and thus to not fitting with an individuals’ lifestyle and thus avoided even 

though the person would in general be interested with societal wellbeing (Autio et al, 2009).  

 

4.1.2. Social practices 

 

Practices are bodily and mental actions – ways of doing and saying (Warde, 2005, p. 134) - that human 

agents re-enact. The social practices involve activities conducted by human actors in a society (Reckwitz, 

2005, p. 251-252) which are, in Figure 2, presented in the middle of the model. The bodily activities reflect 

the actions that human actors perform in a society as movements and behaviour conducted in a particular 

situation. The bodily actions do not merely include the physical movements of one body but equally, the 

mental action relating to the intellectual qualities of these actions such as talking in certain ways of the 

actions (Reckwitz, 2005, p. 251). The essential mental activities in social practices are thinking in certain 

ways of the surroundings, wanting, know-how of how to behave, targeting aims of behaviour and emotional 

levels in which they are involved in their current behaviour (Reckwitz, 2005, p. 252). These mental activities 

are both involved in all the bodily actions that people engage in as well as extend to beyond the bodily 

performances. In the human body the mind and the activities connect, as it acts as the meeting point of 

individual activity and social diversity (Schatzki, 2001, p. 17). 

 

Two central notions of the nature of practices are that they are coordinated entities and for them to exist they 

must be performed by human actors carrying them (Warde, 2005, p. 134). The existing patterns in society are 

formed by a nexus of social practices which are particular for a specific time and location which through 
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human agents’ are re-enactment and re-produced (Warde, 2005, p. 134). Routines come to exist as these 

practices are continuously reproduced and hence the social practice theories particularly focus on the 

“ordinary” as well as the recursive and practical facets of people’s lives (Brand, 2010, p. 222). The 

performances that are routinized give the day-to-day life visible orderliness and therefore create the existing 

social order (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 251). This routine based order reduces the complexity of individuals’ lived 

life, since it provides them safety and predictability (Wilk, 2009, p. 147) as the actors are released of 

conscious modes of action (Brand, 2010, p. 222).  

 

4.1.3. Institutional structures in relation to social practices 

 

Institutional structures of a particular time and space act as the backdrop for studying people’s behaviour 

(Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 53). Consumers' beliefs, norms and values do not exist in a vacuum but 

always in context which defined by the existing rules and resources of a society (ibid., p.53). Rules refer to 

the specific social practice which is shared with others belonging to the same community of practice. The 

resources are used as the social practice is performed and thus relate an individuals’ power to bring forth 

change in a particular context.  Social structures that are involved in the reproduction of social practices are 

formed by these rules and resources and this way these horizontal structures provide the context in which 

people perform their bodily and mental activities.  

 

Institutions as part of the social structure affect the existing practices through systems of provision 

(Spaargaren, 2003, p. 690) which can be for instance the companies that are available for consumers in 

particular region and at a specific time. Social practices are embedded in the socio-technical environments in 

which they are performed. Distinctive patterns of production are related to specific patterns of consumption 

which are facilitated through particular systems of provision (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007). Systems of 

provision relate to how the products have come to exist in the markets as well as how these systems have 

been governed (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007). The systems of provision perspective enables seeing the 

context and the people's actions in it interrelated instead of just looking at the technological systems that 

disregard the impact of human agents in the formation of the system. 

 

People's social practices are dependent on the products that are made available for them through systems of 

provision and on the other hand the development of new goods and services is dependent on the consumers' 

use of them. A new product made available for consumers must be perceived as fitting to their lifestyles and 

match the individuals’ standards of convenience (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007). If the products, which are 

offered for the consumers, are not purchased, their production cannot continue. This way consumer, through 

their consumption practices, direct the development of the systems of provision. On the other hand as new 
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demands from consumers appear, the systems of provision tend to change accordingly to respond to the 

demands. The systems of provision act simultaneously as the media as well as the outcome of the human 

action (Spaargaren, 2003, p.690; Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 54). Therefore a concept of “duality of 

the structure” is realised as the structures in the form of systems of provision limit the social practices 

available for social agents and at the same time human actors’ actions direct the development of existing 

structures (Spaargaren & Van Vliet, 2007, p. 54).  

 

4.2. Shifting and breaking social practices 

 

The basic premise of social practices is that they form the social order of everyday life of social agents. The 

ordinary and taken-for-granted “facts” of usual are treated as real and they are needed for people to be able to 

navigate through everyday life and activities (Gergen, 2009, p. 44-45) as they reduce the complexity of day-

to-day life (Wilk, 2009, p. 147). The routines enable individuals to avoid the re-negotiation of the meaning as 

long as all the participants of their social environment “play their roles” (Gergen, 2009, p. 44-45) as they are 

expected to according to the situation. In the situations where there appear discrepancies to the norm people 

are faced with confusion as they cannot anymore make sense of their surroundings as usual. Especially in 

these situations the re-negotiation of meaning becomes relevant when the pre-existing understanding cannot 

anymore explain occurrences. Therefore people try deal with the surrounding ambiguity and unexpected 

events by trying to interpret what actually occurred and how they should in response behave (Weick et al, 

2005, p.131-132) based on the social order. 

 

The amount of available practices also increase as the existing practices are combined forming new as well 

as developing the existing ones to new directions in multiplication and diversification of practices (Warde, 

2005, p. 142). When new options of social practices and thus ways of understanding the world become 

available it changes the wants and needs that the members of society have and therefore want to satisfy by 

engagement in related social practice (Warde, 2005, p. 142). The majority of changes in humans’ routines 

happen due to an on-going modification of practices that is needed in coping with the surprises that they 

come across in their in daily life (Brand, 2010, p. 222). This is a normal activity that is needed as changes are 

unavoidable as interruptions in the routines happen and they have to consider alternative modes on behaving 

(Spaargaren &Van Vliet, 2007, p. 64). On the other hand the changes can be brought forward by greater 

shifts in the life or shared knowledge of people. These can for example be catastrophes, such as the 

Bangladesh garment factory accident in 2013 (Clean Clothes Campaign -internet site A), which can change 

more fundamentally the way that people see the surrounding world.  
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This breaking and shifting of the social structure occurs in a crisis of routines that is brought forward as the 

agents carrying a practice are confronted by changes in the collective knowledge structure (Brand, 2010, p. 

222). In this kind of situations it is needed for actors to shift from practical consciousness to discursive 

consciousness as they have to actively process the options available for them as well as the consequences of 

their actions (Spaargaren 2006, p. 13). These kinds of situations enable introduction of new practices that can 

be seen in, for example, the case of media attention to Nike factories irresponsible actions and the 

demonstrations and boycotts that followed them in the 1990’ (Birch, 2012).  

 

In conclusion this part of the thesis has presented social practice theory with further focus on the different 

factors affecting what members of society do in their daily life. Social practice theory provides an approach 

to researching the everyday life taking into consideration the affect that the collective knowledge existing in 

society have on the behaviour of the individuals without ignoring the affect that institutional structures have 

in it. A look was also taken on the modes that consumers’ behaviour change. In the next section will be 

introduced a model for researching social responsible clothing shopping practice.  
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5. RESEARCHING THE SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE CLOTHING SHOPPING 

PRACTICE 

 

In chapter 2, the ability of the social responsibility of consumers to assist in creating a more socially 

responsibly operating world was presented. Chapter 3 reviewed the current status and the factors affecting of 

consumers’ shopping in general and with clothing shopping in particular. In chapter 4 social practice theory 

was presented and different spheres, of the theory affecting the practices, were discussed. The following 

chapter looks at how the socially responsible actions of consumers can be investigated with the help of social 

practice theory as applied to socially responsible shopping for clothing. In it will presented a model (fig. 3) 

that is developed deductively on the basis of previously, in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, presented theory. This model 

functions as a framework for the interview guide and the first stage of analysis conducted in Chapter 8. 

 

The social responsibility of consumers’ clothing shopping is approached from the perspective of social 

practice by reviewing the factors which affect the existence of it in everyday life. Figure 3. below, illustrates 

the division of the related factors into two sections which are needed for social practice to exist. These two 

sections are ‘positive inclination’ and ‘enabling institutional structures’. Positive inclination is created when 

one has consciousness of societal issues along with a lifestyle fit with socially responsible clothing shopping. 

The institutional structures ensure that suitable products are available and that one has access to them whilst 

constricting conditions do not hinder this access. Each of these factors will be elaborated more in following 

sub-chapters.  Means to identify the existence, or non-existence, of conditions facilitating socially 

responsible behaviour will be also be presented. The model indicated by the flow diagram below acted as the 

framework for the interview guide that was used during the empirical study conducted for this thesis. 

 

 

Figure 3. Theoretical model for researching the social practice of socially responsible shopping 
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5.1. Positive inclination to socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

Positive inclination refers to consumers having both the required knowledge of societal issues and the notion 

that the action fits with one’s current lifestyle thus facilitating the adoption of socially responsible shopping 

practices. All of the factors were rated low, moderate or high. For a positive inclination to exist, the level of 

the two factors affecting it would have to be moderate or high. 

 

5.1.1. Consciousness: Information and awareness 

 

Consciousness can be divided into two representing practical and discursive consciousness.  The former 

reflects information, and the latter, the awareness that one possesses. This is indicated in the top left side of 

the flow diagram in Fig. 3. Knowledge of societal issues is needed, as without it, the intention of actions 

cannot be countering these problems and the actions cannot not, therefore, be claimed to be socially 

responsible. 

 

Information is required socially responsible shopping as it is a precondition for awareness. Information can 

be stated to exist when conducting research, if the respondents are able to identify, on a general level, issues 

that are harmful to society or the environment. When information exists, it can be transformed into 

awareness once it has been reflected upon. Awareness can be seen to exist as a person has deliberated further 

on information and reflected on the societal issues as regards their own shopping and their own responsibility 

to take action. One method of recognizing awareness was the search for information. An active, conscious 

search for information was taken as portraying prior reflection and, thus, discursive consciousness. 

 

Consciousness of societal issues can be rated according to the knowledge elements that are present for a 

person. If a person has information of problematic societal issues relating to the clothing industry, but this 

information has not yet been deliberated on, their consciousness level is low. If the existing information has 

already been reflected upon but the link to one’s own responsibility is lacking, the consciousness level is 

moderate. When the knowledge has been, in addition to the prior elements, also reflected upon in relation to 

one’s own responsibility, the consciousness level is high. 

 

5.1.2. Lifestyle fit: Lifestyle association and perception 

 

The lifestyle fit of socially responsible clothing shopping is evaluated based on a person’s association with a 

given lifestyle and the existence of a positive perception of the activity. Lifestyle association is defined by 
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how similar one perceives oneself to be with a person who is taking into consideration the impact that their 

purchases have on society or the environment and as such chooses products with the intention of doing good 

or less harm. Positive perception on the other hand is related to the manner in which these actions are spoken 

about and whether they are seen mainly in a positive or negative light. 

 

Lifestyle association can be researched by the investigation of how people doing socially responsible 

shopping are seen and by analysis of the degree to which one relates to that person. Along with to this can be 

used projective technique, where the aim is to find out how well one perceives one’s community of practice 

to relate to socially responsible shopping practice. The technique requires the selection of a reference group, 

for instance friends, with whom the respondent identifies, and then evaluation of how well the respondent 

sees this group to perceive the practice. If the reference group is seen to perceive negatively socially 

responsible clothing shopping it can be assumed that the respondent is unlikely to associate themselves with 

the action in question. Positive or negative perception can be detected by the relative frequency of the use of 

positive or negative comments in the interviews. 

 

The lifestyle fit level is assigned to be low if neither lifestyle association nor positive perception exists. If 

one of the factors exist the lifestyle fit level is moderate and in cases where both exist, lifestyle fit is high.  

 

5.2. Institutional structures enabling socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

The existence of institutional structures that enable socially responsible shopping behaviour can be 

determined by the investigation of the availability of socially responsible products and the consumers’ access 

to them. Access to these products can be further limited by constricting conditions that the limited amount of 

resources that consumers have available to them.  In this study the resources that are taken into consideration 

are threefold:  time, money and effort. 

 

5.2.1. Systems of provision: Availability and access 

 

Even though the consumers would be able to overcome the complexities present in socially responsible 

clothing shopping, they may lack viable options through which to actualize the purchases. The existence or 

non-existence of available options does not necessarily have to be real but rather what is perceived. If the 

people in a society perceive a lack of options due to lack of information they will still not be able to make 

use of the options in their daily life.  
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5.2.2. Constricting conditions: Time, money and effort 

 

Consumers’ practices may also be affected by a perceived lack of resources. Resources can be related, to the 

money or time they have to invest in the practice but on the other hand also the power that they might 

perceive them self to have. If the consumers’ do not perceive that their actions can have an impact on the 

societal problems it is likely that they will not adopt social responsible practices in their lives. 

 

Firstly, the resource of time relates to how much time one has to invest into clothing shopping, both before 

and during the shopping activity. Consumers have a limited time to use for all the activities that they perform 

during the day and thus this was selected to as one of the meaningful resources for this specific practice. The 

second limiting factor taken into consideration was money. Money is one of the main factors that limit 

consumers’ shopping, as, for the majority it is a resource that is finite. The last resource taken into 

consideration was the effort that consumers can put into shopping in a socially responsible manner. Effort is 

measured by how difficult the performance of socially responsible clothing shopping is perceived. This 

relates to one’s competency to perform the action required in order for the wished outcome to be obtained 

(Porter et al, 2009, p. 459). 

 

Effort can be measured by asking the respondents to reflect on how difficult they see the performance of 

socially responsible clothing shopping. This outcome can be related to the amount of effort that is required 

from the consumers. On a scale from 1, not hard at all, to 10, so hard that it is nearly impossible, a score 

above 3 three was assigned to represent the existence of constrain. Time and money constraints can be 

analysed on the basis of the consumers’ evaluation of how large their impact is compared to clothing 

shopping without societal concerns.  The degree to which constraining conditions impact on socially 

conscious clothing shopping can thus be seen as low, if none of these factors are seen as constraints. The 

existence of one of these constraining factors was assigned to be a moderate level and two or three to be a 

high level of constraining factors.  

 

5.3. Socially responsible practices of clothing shopping 

 

The investigation of what information consumers’ look for when shopping or beforehand as well as the 

heuristics that they use as assistance when doing routinized shopping can reveal if the societal issues have an 

effect on what they do. In practice the social responsible concerns can also affect the choice of stores to visit. 

Looking at the criteria that the consumers use when evaluating the products can inform of if the societal 

concerns have an impact on what they buy. There the issues can relate to diverse group of factors. The main 
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issues, which social responsibility reflects, are the products ecological and societal impact, its performance, 

product extensions, information, its contribution to societal wellbeing and related embellishments (Enis, 

1974). 

 

Socially responsible clothing shopping is a practice which is conducted with the specific intention to cause 

less harm or benefit to society or the environment. Thus the in the interviews investigation of the existence of 

these actions was conducted by inquiring directly from the respondents. This conduct is supported as socially 

responsible actions are deliberate and have thus already involved specific reflection in the stage of 

performance and hence should be recollected even afterward.  

 

In conclusion, this chapter introduced the model (fig 3.) used for researching the existence, or non-existence, 

of socially responsible clothing shopping practice. The model can further facilitate locating factors that 

impede the performance of a practice in consumers’ everyday life. This model was used as the foundation of 

the interview guide in Chapter 6. and formulation of its grand tour questions along with the structure for the 

analysis of the findings in Chapter 8.   
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6. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter will first discuss the choice of qualitative study and the nature of social constructionism studies 

where social practice theory has been applied. Secondly, the method choices of this study are explained. The 

third section describes the data collection through an empirical research and the ethical conduct in 

interviewing practice. Lastly the validity and reliability of this study are discussed. 

 

6.1. Qualitative research in social constructionist study 

 

The field of academic research is divided in to various camps of preferred methodologies with all disciplines 

having their own devoted supporters and furthermore opponents (Silverman, 2005, p.7-8).  Quantitative 

research methods are usually used in positivist tradition. There the search for objective truth is based on 

standardized means to receive generalizable data that is uncontaminated by the researcher collecting data, for 

example, through structured surveys, which are analysed mainly statistically. (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005, p. 

15, Flick, 1998, p.3) The qualitative approach on the other hand facilitates the access to gain deep insight and 

holistic overview of the topic of the research (Gray, 2009, p. 164). 

 

As Pranee Liamputtong and Douglas Ezzy (2005) have stated “qualitative research draws on an interpretive 

orientation that focuses on the complex and nuanced process of the creation and maintenance of meaning” 

(p. 2).  Qualitative research is thus interested in a topic as whole with all of its complexities, as the subjective 

perspectives and social backgrounds are taken into consideration, rather than treating it as merely a sum of 

singular variables (Flick, 1998, p. 4-6) as is done in quantitative research. This way qualitative research is 

more inclined towards discovering, or developing, new knowledge rather than testing previously known 

facts. This perspective is line with social constructionism’s poststructuralist understanding of subjective 

realities (Gergen, 2009, p. 2-5). Therefore the results are perceived to be unique to the specific respondents 

of the research and hence not generalizable (Gray, 2009, p. 165).   

 

As this thesis concentrates on investigating the consumer's socially responsible practices in clothing 

shopping, the empirical research was conducted through a qualitative study. This methodology was selected 

through inspection of the desired outcomes (Silverman, 2005, p.7) rather than the preferred methodology. 

The aim of this thesis was to uncover the effect that societal concerns have on clothing shopping and the 

factors impeding it. For this reason qualitative research has been selected as it does not limit the respondents’ 

answers and enables discovery of new factors that would not have otherwise been found.  
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6.2. Methods 

 

Semi-structured individual in-depth interviews were chosen as the means of data collection for this thesis due 

to the nature of investigated topic. Inside the qualitative research genre exists variety of methods of which 

the most common are observations, focus groups, depth interviews, and projective techniques (Silverman, 

2005, p. 110 – 113). The results of qualitative studies are usually not measured according to their validity or 

reliability, but instead evaluated on the basis of the correctness of the methods used in the study (Gray, 2009, 

p. 164). Semi-structured interviews were selected over the other alternatives as use of focus groups could 

have invoked social desirability bias (Öberseder et al, 2011) and through observations knowledge existing in 

the consciousness and reasons for activities, for instance, the selection of one product over another, could not 

have been uncovered.  

 

Semi-structured nature of the interviews refers to the manner in which the interviews were prepared and 

conducted. In them the main questions are planned prior to the interview and they follow the grand themes 

that are investigated in the research. In the continuum of interview types semi-structured interviews are 

located in the middle between fixed structured surveys and unstructured open interviews. The questions are 

kept open with no answer options provided so that answers are acquired unassisted (Gillham, 2005, p.70). 

The pre-planned guide of the semi-structured interview still allows the natural flow of conversation with the 

use of open ended questions (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005, p. 56).  

 

Sampling for this thesis was conducted through mix of convenience sampling (Seal, 2012, p. 561) and 

snowballing (Seal, 2012, p. 595), which was used to access other possible interviewees through the earlier 

respondents’ recommendations. The participants were selected from volunteers, as no compensation was 

provided for the interviewees. (Gray, 2009, p. 180-182) 

 

The participants were acquired through though the use of researchers networks as well as the other 

respondents’ recommendations. The researcher contacted the potential respondents and they were asked to 

participate in a research to study consumers’ clothing shopping practices and clothing industry. Participants 

were not informed before about the focus of the research on consumers’ social responsibility in clothing 

shopping as it may have distorted the results of the interviews.  
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6.3. Data collection  

 

In this thesis is used both secondary as well as primary data (Silverman, 2005, p. 149-152). The secondary 

data used in the deductive construction of the conceptual framework was based on mainly on academic 

journals and books. Additional information, for instance to exemplify specific points, was contained from the 

media existing in the public sphere such as internet sites and non-academic magazines (Silverman, 2005, 

p.150-151). Primary data was collected through qualitative interviews. This data was used in the testing the 

previously created model (figure 3.) and further on in revising it inductively. 

 

The interviews were conducted during weeks 32 and 33 of 2013. The interviews were locations selected in 

accordance with common research practice (Seal, 2012, p. 218) and in accordance to agreement with 

participants. All of the interviews were recorded and permission for this was obtained from the participants 

in the beginning of the interview. Furthermore the recordings were transcribed for the relevant parts by the 

researcher to analysable text format. Besides the recordings, field notes were used to capture important 

points of the interviews or ideas stemming in the interview situations. These notes were used as researcher’s 

assistance in the transcribing and analysis stages (Flick, 1998, p. 171-172). 

 

Out of the 20 people who were requested to participate in the study and 12 were interviewed. Gender 

division was 60 percent women and 40 percent men as illustrated in table 1.  

 
Table 1. Participants of the study 

  Gender Age Education Occupation 
Participant 1. Female 26 Masters Unemployed 
Participant 2. Female 34 Masters Administration / office 
Participant 3. Male 37 Masters Governmental 
 Participant 4. Female 42 Masters Administration / office 
Participant 5. Female 50 Trade school Managerial 
Participant 6. Male 36 Phd. Professional / technical 
Participant 7 Female 30 Bachelors Entrepreneur 
Participant 8. Male 28 Bachelors Student 
Participant 9. Male 33 Trade school Craftsman 
Participant 
10. Female 27 Masters Service worker 
Participant 
11. Male 40 Bachelors Unemployed 
Participant 
12. Female 39 Masters Service worker 
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Sample sizes in qualitative in-depth studies are usually relatively small as the aim is not to achieve 

universally generalizable data but rather investigate the selected cases, people or situations in-depth (Gray, 

2009, p. 180-182). This was taken into consideration in planning of the interviews to enable thorough 

analysis of the data while simultaneously not limiting it too much by too small sample size. Suitable size of 

respondents should warrant data or theoretical saturation or instead information redundancy (Gray, 2009, p. 

182). During the interviews conducted themes arising from them began to repeat themselves and thus the 

sample size was perceived to be sufficient as it indicated data saturation. This sample is not as such 

representative of the greater population due to the skewed sample representation but, as the aim is to test and 

develop new information, the sample is appropriate for the purpose of this study.  

 

6.3.1. Interview guide 

 

The interviews followed a pre-planned interview guide which outlined the grand theme questions that were 

asked from the interviewees (Seal, 2012, p. 208). The themes and order of the interview guide were based on 

the conceptual framework introduced in Chapter 5. The questions followed normal guidelines of qualitative 

interview studies (Seal, 2012, p. 219-220). The interview guides order was deviated from when the natural 

flow of the interviews suggested it. Besides the grand theme questions, verbal probes were used to encourage 

the respondents to elaborate on their answer (Seal, 2012, p. 220). The interviewees were be encouraged to 

talk in their own words (Seal. 2012, p. 209) and in conversational manner of the topic (Flick, 1998, p.81). 

Before starting the interviews the interview guide was tested two times and modified accordingly (Seal, 

2012, p. 194, 219). 

 

First theme of the interviews was respondents’ consciousness. In this stage the focus on socially responsible 

clothing shopping was not yet disclosed to the interviewee. The level of consciousness was investigated 

though asking them of their previous shopping trip to see if societal concerns would un-assistedly come 

when discussing clothing shopping. After this, respondents were asked to talk about clothing companies in 

relation to the society and environment, to see it there exist consciousness of problems in the field and to 

reflect on the source of the information.  

 

Second theme was the current systems of provision and thus availability of and access to socially responsible 

products.  The respondents were given a definition of socially responsible shopping, which was “Socially 

responsible shopping is purchasing where the consumer’s choice of products is affected by concern over the 

impact that it has on society and the environment”. This was done to ensure that respondent understood the 

term. Examples of socially responsible products were not given to respondents to avoid contamination of the 
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results. This course of action was selected because the respondents’ own perception of what is socially 

responsible was seen as a crucial factor in the study.  

 

Third theme was the lifestyle association and perception of it. The respondents were asked to describe a 

stereotypical socially responsible shopper and then to reflect on that person from the point of view of their 

friends and in relation to themselves. This projective method was used to enable to gain insight into their 

thoughts and association with the related lifestyle and to reduce the bias caused by social desirability 

(Öberseder et al, 2011). Besides this, the use of projective techniques enabled the respondents to distance 

themselves from the issue and overcome self-censorship, which was seen necessary due to the morally 

sensitive nature of the topic (Moisander et al, 2009, p. 341-342). 

 

As fourth issue was the performance of socially responsible action, where the respondents were asked to 

identify situations during last year where they had done socially responsible purchases. Last theme in the 

interviews was identification of constriction conditions impact on the performance of social responsible 

clothing shopping.  

 

6.3.2. Ethical conduct in interviews 

 

Permission was requested from all of the respondents to record the interviews and all of the participants 

agreed to it. The personal details of the participants were handled with discretion and their anonymity 

ensured. 

 

It was not disclosed to the participants that the main focus of the research was on the social responsibility 

aspect of clothing shopping. This approach was selected to avoid the contamination of the responses prior to 

the interviews.  They had been asked to participate in research concerning clothing shopping and the clothing 

industry. This avoidance of full disclosure was particularly relevant, as in the first section of the interview, 

the intention was to identify the pre-existence of information, any possible awareness that the respondents 

possessed before the interview. Due to the non-disclosure of the social responsibility aspect prior to the 

interviews and the sensitive nature of the interviews, they were all finished with an open discussion with the 

participants. This was done to overtly present the issues handled during the interview and also in some cases 

discuss the negative feelings that had been raised during the interview situations. The reason for this was to 

ensure that the participants were feeling content when leaving the interview situation.  
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6.4. Validity and reliability of the research 

 

Validity of a research refers to the truthfulness of a study relates to the manner that the research has been 

conducted (Silverman, 2005, p. 210). The validity of this study was ensured with the use of correct methods 

in the preparation of the interviews, during the interviews and by use of appropriate analysis methods.  

 

As this empirical research was conducted as a social constructivist qualitative study, the implementation of 

methods used was imperative. The use of semi-structured interviews is a well-established method in research 

where the aim is to gain new information of a concept, rather than aiming to collect data that would be 

universally applicable to the general public. The validity of the study was also ensured through recording all 

of the interviews so that they could be transcribed and the validity of the findings tested by others.  

 

Validity of the research may partially have been compromised, as the topic is relatively sensitive and thus the 

participants may have altered their responses according to what they perceived as socially acceptable as 

social desirability bias suggests (Öberseder et al, 2011). This threat was encountered in the interviews by 

methodological choices that enable avoidance of bias and researcher’s avoidance of imposing ideas on them 

during the interviews. Furthermore the results of this study only represent the “truth” of the particular context 

in which the study was conducted as stated by the social constructivist perspective. Another factor that may 

affected the validity of the results is that the interviews were conducted in English. None, except for one, of 

the participants, were native English speakers and thus the responses given may be affected by this factor. 

This threat was though taken into consideration in the process of selecting participants by testing their 

English proficiency. 

 

The reliability of research relates to the consistency of a study.  This assumes that the data in a reliable study 

have been handled in consistent and appropriate manner (Silverman, 2005, p. 220-221). All of the 

interviews, transcripts and analysis were conducted by the same person, and therefore the interviews were 

consistent. To avoid changes in the coding procedure a codebook was used enable systematic analysis the 

interviews.          
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7. FINDINGS 

 

In part 7. the main findings of the interviews conducted as part of the empirical study of this thesis are 

presented. This section is divided into five part according to the conceptual model of researching the social 

practice of socially responsible clothing shopping (figure 3.) as presented in chapter 5 and used in the 

preparation of the interview guide. These sections are; consciousness of societal issues relating to clothing 

shopping, lifestyle association, perceived systems of provision, constraining conditions  and social practice 

of the socially responsible clothing shopping.   

 

7.1. Consciousness of societal issues relating to clothing shopping  

 

Consumers’ knowledge in the form of discursive and practical consciousness reflects respectively the 

awareness and information that the consumers’ have in relation to socially responsible clothing shopping. In 

this thesis people are perceived to have practical consciousness in the form of information, when they have 

not reflected on the knowledge that they possess. This information can turn in to awareness once it is 

deliberately reflected upon.  

 

7.1.1. Practical consciousness of social responsibility issues in clothing shopping 

 

Practical consciousness represents the stock of knowledge that the respondents’ were describing as, in 

general, they talked directly or referred unconsciously to different societal issues existing in relation to the 

clothing industry. The information present in the practical consciousness was in particular used at the 

beginning of the interviews when the topic of social responsibility had not yet been explicitly introduced to 

the discussion.  

 

All of the respondents’ portrayed some level of practical consciousness of problems relating to clothing 

industry when questioned on how they perceive the industry to work in relation to the environment and 

society at large. Most of the issues mentioned were related to waste, pollution, working conditions of the 

employees and the use of child labour in the production of clothing. As participant 6 described it:  

“I haven’t really thought about that I have to admit. But of course you always hear about child 
labour and the use of chemicals in India or China, and that’s not good for the workers down there. 
But it’s not something that I think a lot about when I go for shopping.” 
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Most of the respondents, nine of the participants, assumed that they had gained the information of the 

societal impact of clothing through passive exposure. Only three of the participants were able to identify 

situation where they had researched for such information. 

“They make you aware. The industry makes you aware of certain things and then they point at 
somebody else who is doing it. It’s more the industry telling you: “You should come to us, not to the 
others”. […] So, it’s more that I’m not looking for the information, but I get the information. They 
[clothing industry] make sure that I get the information.” (Participant 4.) 
 
“I think it’s just general knowledge. I got from reading some articles somewhere […] or talking 
about… […  I don’t really think that I would [look] for articles right now but I don’t know if I did it 
in the past or if it was some sort of conversation with some people and you know learning from 
people and then picking up some things. I even think that there were some TV-programmes about 
that”. [Participant 1.) 

 

Even though the consumers have the information regarding the problematic issues, it is still not something 

that they usually think about in general or when they are shopping for clothing.  

“Thinking about making the world a better place is definitely a good thing, and this is one of the 
places where you don’t think about the facts that you actually do know.” (Participant 9.) 

 

Furthermore the information located in one’s practical consciousness had not been related to one’s own 

clothing shopping. This way there was not perceived link between the consumers’ shopping behaviour and 

the societal issues connected with the clothing industry that the respondents were conscious of prior to the 

interview.  

“I don’t think that people in general are looking at the environment and clothing as related. I think 
that when people are talking about pollution it’s almost always about cars and food. Clothing for 
some reason never pops into that conversation which is strange now when you think about it. -- I 
think people don’t see the clothing industry as something that has an effect on the environment, 
because maybe people have this romantic idea that clothes – its cotton and its sown so they don’t see 
it as an industry in that way.” (Participant 12.) 

 

In the excerpt above the respondent is reflecting upon why the consumers do not relate their behaviour to 

having an effect in the society or the environment. As the interview continued participant 12. reflected 

further upon her own current clothing purchasing behaviour and the lack of use of the information that she 

possess as follows:  

“I’ve never thought about my shopping habits as much I’ve thought about it now, but even now, just 
thinking about it… When I think about all the money that I have spent in H&M over the years - I 
kind of feel bad right now, because I do know that they don’t consider the environment that much 
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and I do know that they use child labour and for some reason I have just chosen to ignore it which at 
the moment kind of f***s me up.” (Participant 12.) 

 

Here the difference between “having information” compared to “being aware” of the issues relating 

respondent’s own clothing shopping becomes obvious.  

 

7.1.2. Discursive consciousness 

 

The awareness of respondents was identified from the data by registering the occurrences of reflection of the 

impact of their own clothing shopping on the society or the environment. This was conducted by identifying 

situations where they have considered the issues further rather than just accepting it as information. The 

participants’ prior information transformed during the interview in to awareness due to active reflection. This 

newly gained awareness was taken into account when the interviews were coded.  

 

7.1.2.1. Awareness of problems 

 

Compared to the level of practical consciousness it was evident in the interview data that the level of 

discursive consciousness was significantly lower. Only four of the participants portrayed in the interviews 

thought of the impact that their purchases have had beyond themselves and hence, the social responsibility of 

the purchase as the following extract shows:  

“I felt really good about buying Patagonia because they are pretty positive brand. […] [T]he 
French man who set up the company, was one of the originals of corporate social responsibility and 
sustainable clothing option people. So I always feel really good when I buy something Patagonia, 
but I don’t do it that often.” (Participant 3.) 

 

For the rest of the participants, the concern for the impact or origins of the clothing, when shopping, was 

completely lacking. They acknowledged this themselves when it was discussed during the interviews: 

“Maybe it [social responsibility of the clothing] could have been a bigger concern if I would really 
pay attention to that when I’m buying clothes, right. But I don’t.” (Participant 1.) 

 

In general, half of the respondents presented some level of concern over the nature of fast fashion that acts as 

a driver of overconsumption by continuously creating new needs and wants to people.  

“I would say they do what all companies do – which is maximising profit. And for the clothing 
industry as well as any other industry, it means sell as much as you can. And for that purpose they 
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have to make you feel and think that you need more clothes, so they have to create new trends 
constantly, to change for seasons. […] They are [number] one drivers of consumer society. They 
have an even bigger impact on women. They are pushed more into having or thinking that how many 
pairs of shoes they have. I think that they are manipulated.” (Participant 8.) 

 

The relation between low cost clothing trends and socially irresponsible shopping practices was recognized 

by four of the participants. These participants reflected how the discount stores pricing has an adverse effects 

on the people buying the clothing:  

“I don’t mean that the cheap clothing is bad in every kind of way so everybody has a chance to buy 
clothing, but it would better to put the pressure on buying quality than volume. […] I think it should 
be all the companies’ responsibility to start to invest more in to the quality in all fields and then ask 
bit more for them instead of just making bad stuff for cheap.” (Participant 7.) 

 

Here the reflection has concentrated on the volume of purchased clothing which is affected by the low cost 

of the products that encourages the consumers’ to buy quantity over quality. The respondents that had 

reflected on the negative issues relating to low cost fashion also recognised the further negative societal 

externalities related to this pricing strategy. In the next excerpt these concerns are reflected: 

“You know, you walk into Primark or H&M somewhere and you don’t really think about who 
produced this and how I can buy a pair of jeans for 100 DKK and the shop has a hundred percent 
mark-up at least. How can the people who made the bulk of the work i.e. grow the cotton or 
manufacture the clothing. How can they actually live off this?“ (Participant 3.) 

 

7.1.2.2. Awareness of responsibility 

 

As the issues of social responsibility in clothing shopping were discussed in the interviews all of the 

participants did assign some level of responsibility to themselves or to the members of society at large. 

“When I’m buying cheap-o, cheap-o, cheap-o, I’m probably actually not paying the price. Somebody 
there is starving because of me – because I’m buying this, I’m buying this and the person cannot 
realistically sell it for. And all corners have been cut in terms of – we are borrowing from the future 
generations. (Participant 3.) 

 
“It should concern me. It would make a small difference and that difference should be made.” 
(Participant 9.) 

 

This apparent recognition of duty can be partially assigned to the social desirability bias as they were 

reacting to the normative pressure perceived to exist in the interview situation and therefore responding to it.  
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Furthermore, the majority of the pressure of responsibility to act in a socially responsible manner was 

deflated and redirected to the other actors in society rather than themselves, as is evident in the following 

excerpts. In the first one own responsibility is assigned to the companies’ as they were not perceived to 

inform the consumers of the available options. In the second excerpt the responsibility was redirected to the 

governments, even though part of the responsibility was still held with the consumers.  

“I don’t think it’s been used as a marketing plan. […] It’s not been advertised. Many shops they 
might be doing that but not telling anybody about it. It’s been kept as a secret. So it’s hard to find.” 
(Participant 5.) 
 
 “It’s both by not buying stuff but also by influencing politicians that can then make some kind of 
rules on it.” (Participant 6.) 

 

On the other hand some of the respondents perceived the other consumers in society to be neither eager nor 

willing to participate in carrying responsibility. Therefore, due to the lack of the individual’s power to impact 

upon the current situation without assistance of others, the responsibility was deflated.  

“So I suppose if I would want to improve conditions in the clothing industry I would have to buy a 
lot of very expensive clothing, but I very much doubt that an individual consumer can have much 
impact. […] I think that most people [care] if you ask them, but if it’s a choice to buy ten new items 
of clothing a month when you can look good walking down the street in your high heel shoes and let 
other people have the misery or acting ethically and not doing that… […] I don’t think you can 
change their behaviour, because I don’t think they [are] in the mind space. I think they are beyond 
reach.” (Participant 3.) 
 
“[C]ustomers have to unite for that to show. I mean you have to have some mass volume for 
companies to really react on it.” (Participant 11.) 

 

In a similar manner participant 1. considered the individual responsibility to be deflated due to the 

constraining conditions that had an effect on the consumers choices: 

“I do believe it is important to have some sort of interest in there [social responsibility], but right 
now I am being [more] manipulated by prices, than by where it really comes from. […] I mean our 
world – the whole world – got very corporate now and that’s what we are trying to fight. Like we did 
it our self.” (Participant 1.)  

 

The constraining conditions and their effect on the consumers’ socially responsible clothing shopping 

practices will be further considered in section 7.4.  
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7.1.2.3. Barriers of awareness  

 

The respondents’ demonstrated in the interviews a clear avoidance of thinking about negative issues related 

to clothing shopping. The avoidance of becoming aware of the negative issues exists because people feel that 

reflecting on such issues, which are problematic, would make their own life too complicated or cause them 

anxiety as represented in the following expressions.  

“With clothing it’s like: OK, I could contribute more with clothing and thinking about it, but I 
haven’t really allowed myself to get interested with that, because otherwise I’ll get all kinds of 
OCD’s with “Oh I can’t do that and OMG I should do this and..”.” (Participant 4.) 

 
“It’s kind of -- you want to change the world, and take control over your own consumption, but what 
it actually takes to do that, if you start looking in to it and you research it, you despair.” (Participant 
3.) 

 

Furthermore the respondents were reflecting on the trust, or lack of trust, that they were feeling towards the 

information presently perceived as available. Participant 1. reflected on this as follows:  

“I like that big companies introduce those [CSR-] programmes. That they do have certain values -- 
and the socially responsibility that [they] take with that product is great. I still never know to what 
extent this is true, or if it’s not. I don’t and I will ever know, or anyone will ever know, but that’s 
what it’s just like.” (Participant 1.) 

 

One crucial aspect of trust in the information that the respondents perceived to have available for them, is the 

use of a deep metaphor of balance (Zaltman & Zaltman, 2008, p. 47).  It was used in relation to the 

imbalance between the companies and themselves to portray the lack of power that the participants 

experienced in the relationship. This sense of imbalance was also apparent in the previous comment from 

participant 1. Hence even though consumers possess some level of information and awareness, it was not 

regarded, as it wasn’t deemed reliable due to the lack of transparency in the existing systems. Further on the 

distrust is complimented with scepticism toward the actions of the company’s ways of operating in the 

modern society.  

“[I]t is difficult to evaluate the information. How good is a project in some country where they dig a 
well -- or open a school --. How good is that on a scale?—Yeah, what does it mean when they say 
that they give workers the minimum wage – what does that mean in that country, in that factory? 
That’s very difficult – that’s not very transparent.” (Participant 2.) 
 
“When somebody writes something - like a neighbour – I always think “did he get paid for it?” Dd 
he get paid by the company to do that? Of course it’s like a small conspiracy theory; I don’t know 
what to believe or not to believe. If I would focus on it, I might find out something different 
happening, but it’s a big industry, and can’t really know what’s going on.” (Participant 4.) 
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7.2. Lifestyle and socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

Lifestyle is defined in this study, by the respondents ether associating or disassociating themselves from the 

characteristics they assume to be linked with socially responsible clothing shopping and how positively the 

characteristics were seen by the respondents. This approach was selected, as it would give feedback on how 

the respondents perceived socially responsible clothing shopping to fit with their current lifestyle.  

 

7.2.1. Perception of the social responsible consumer 

 

Many of the respondents perceived socially responsible shopping desired for by the majority of members of 

society in Copenhagen. 

“I think that these days it can be almost anyone. I don’t think there is a stereotype in that respect.” 
(Participant 2.) 

 

Regardless of the perception, that a socially responsible consumer may be anyone, the discourses of 

“alternative” or a “hippie” lifestyle, are still strong when talking about socially responsible clothing 

shopping. All but two of the participants associated with stereotypical socially responsible clothing shopper 

the “hippie” mentality when describing them.  

“Yeah. Hippies. People that think that yoga is good for you. Everybody should go to yoga. -- People 
that make their own food – people go like “why do you buy food that has artificial [additives] in it 
that you don’t know what it is.” (Participant 4.)  

 

On the other hand another re-occurring stereotypical view on socially responsible clothing shoppers 

portrayed them as “middle class urban people”, or so-called “hipsters” referring to trendy urban people. 

“The other may be middle class quality conscious consumer that might also look for more 
individualistic clothes that is not mass produced. Quality and the appearance. Probably they would 
be, for example, graphic designers.” (Participant 7.) 

 

In half of the cases the respondents perceived two or more of stereotypical types of socially responsible 

consumers’ to exist. This portrays how the socially responsible consumers are not seen to exist as a unified 

group but rather as something that exists in many different forms in modern society.  

 

The general characteristics that were associated with the socially responsible clothing shopper included, 

amongst others, higher education, a relatively affluence, females and parenthood. The increased level of 
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education was associated with increased awareness as the respondents were discussing the socially 

responsible consumer’s background. The level of affluence was seen by ten of the respondents as an 

important factor because purchasing socially responsible clothing was in general seen as more expensive 

than purchasing items without such concerns. However this did not apply to all of the cases as socially 

responsible shoppers were also in some situations perceived as ones that would be willing to sacrifice on 

other things for the values that they held important while shopping: 

“I would think that it’s a person, with high environmental values, a person that purchases organic 
stuff. A person that is individual but not one of the commercial people – mainstream.  I wouldn’t see 
them in H&M and maybe [it would be] someone that can afford that so one with higher income or 
able sacrifice something to be able to buy organic products.” (Participant 1.) 

 

On the other hand, social responsibility in shopping was seen to be in some cases a cheaper option than not 

taking societal issues into consideration. These alternative ways of taking societal concerns into 

consideration was seen to occur through purchasing in lesser volume but better quality, concentrating on 

second-hand clothing or on not following trends that change continuously and rather buying clothing that 

does not “go out of style”.  

“Yeah the stereotype is this neo-hippie person who would have clothes for years, which is not typical 
for western-developed societies.” (Participant 8.) 

 

In addition socially responsible shopping was something that was associated with an overall more caring 

attitude towards society. The people were in general seen to be “thinking about what they do”. Their 

concerns were also perceived as extending to all that they do, and therefore social responsibility was not only 

present in their clothing shopping but rather as an overarching lifestyle commitment. In the next extract this 

is depicted as the participant 1. discusses her friend who she perceives as concerned with the social 

responsibility of the products that she purchases: 

“My friend -- she takes everything into consideration. Price and product and you know what they 
[companies] do – they use this and why contributing to this and why aren’t you contributing to… -- 
You know they would think about everything.” (Participant 4.) 
 
 “[Socially responsible shopper] takes care of herself and what she eats, what make-up she puts on 
and this kind of things. So probably it’s [clothing shopping] not the only things she is cares about 
and being socially responsible about.” (Participant 6.) 

 

This overarching concern for societal issues was seen as something that increases incrementally over a 

longer period of time. Thus it is perceived rather as a process, than a simple change of a limited number of 

practices without it affecting other sections of their life.   
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“I think it’s a profile of a person that who just builds up. You start for example with food, or maybe 
before food you start with yoga classes or running, and then you change your eating habits and then 
you change your transportation habits. Using more bike and then at some stage you stay away from 
leather shoes and then you consider that you also need some clothes that are benefitting the 
environment than destroying it.” (Participant 10.) 

 

The perceived association with women can be regarded to stem from a stereotypical view of women as more 

nurturing and caring in general which is in accordance with gender role theory that perceives caringness and 

nurturingness as particularly feminine tendencies (Bradley, 2007, p. 15 - 17). The association of social 

responsibility with people having children was perceived to stem from the concern of the future for their 

offspring.   

 “I think it’s more because they have children and they want to see them grow up and be more 
socially aware. And maybe because they are thinking about their grandchildren also having the 
same environment that we have, so they don’t have to move to the moon.” (Participant 4.) 
 
“It’s when you get to the stage in your life you are more concerned with your future 
environmentally, politically and all. It’s very often I find that when you have kids because you start 
thinking about the future in different perspective.” (Participant 10.) 

 

The aim of this chapter was not to create a typology of the possible stereotypical perceptions related to 

socially responsible consumers, but rather to see how well the respondent’s perceived stereotype of the 

socially responsible consumer fitted their own self-narrative depicting their life style. The findings in relation 

association and disassociation will be more specifically discussed in the following section. 

 

7.2.2. Association and disassociation with the socially responsible shopper 

 

In general the association with socially responsible clothing shopping was perceived to exist when the 

respondents assigned such purchasing behaviour as a positive quality and perceived it as viewed in a positive 

light by their respective reference group. Socially responsible clothing shopping was perceived in general as 

good and desirable by all the respondents. In addition, it was perceived as something that all people should 

strive for and as needed in modern society. However, perceptions, of how performing socially responsible 

actions were evaluated by different participants, ranged from positive to negative.  

 

Eight of the respondents perceived socially responsible behaviour “going too far” and therefore causing 

imbalance in life of the consumers. In the next excerpt two respondents describe how they perceive socially 

responsible consumers to take it to extremes. Both of the excerpts display negative connotations linked to 
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social responsible lifestyle as they relate it to criticizing others and moving away from a “normal” way of 

life.  

“It should not go to the extreme. It’s OK to be conscious about it and to bring the topics out and 
discuss it but you do not have to criticise everything.” (Participant 7.) 
 
“I think it’s like extreme sometimes. When you start it you kind of get more wandered away. One 
friend of mine just started – and I’m like “OMG next time we are going to have a Buddhist here -- 
and in two years we have to rehabilitate her back to life. What are you doing to yourself?”.”  
(Participant 4.) 

 

The imbalance linked to socially responsible lifestyles was also seen to exist in relation to the aspect of being 

mainstream and hence commercial versus being socially responsible with respect to clothing shopping.  

“Normal people would see the stereotype as way too deep and liberal – even more than liberal - they 
would see them as hippies.  The fact is, since that most Danes consider themselves being conscious 
buyers, that is something that looks cool, as long as you don’t comply to the stereotype [of being a 
hippie] which would be extreme to most of the society. Just being a conscious buyer or even 
proclaiming it would be considered cool.” (Participant 8.) 
 
“I think I’m more balanced with commercial and the non-commercial world. And this [socially 
responsible] person would probably be different in that they boycott the commercial part which I 
represent to some extent.” (Participant 1.) 

 

The latter of exemplifies a disassociation from being a socially responsible consumer as it is perceived as 

imbalanced and thus a negative option. Having societal concerns balanced with the commercial is seen as a 

more positive alternative, and the respondents are applying it to describe themselves. 

 

Socially responsible purchasing was in some of the interviews perceived as unfitting with the respondents’ 

lifestyles. This was noted by contrasting the ways of life of the people performing such behaviour with the 

respondents own. As an example of this is participant 4.‘s description of how she sees socially responsible 

shopping and shoppers in contrast with her own life and general society: 

“Most of them [friends] that I know are living in a high speed life. It’s more that “I need it. I’m 
going to buy it.”” “So of course that’s [socially responsible shopping] to think more ahead, and not 
now. And they [socially responsible shoppers] are just not hungry for things happening now.” “If 
you just look at the society, we are living in fast pace world. We need things fast.” (Participant 4.) 

 

The friends of respondents’ were taken, in this study, as the reference group and they were used through 

projective questions (Moisander et al, 2009, p. 342) to signal the respondents association or disassociation 

with the lifestyle of socially responsible consumers. A positive general perception was assigned to exist 
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amongst the interviewees as they all perceived their friends to see social responsibility in clothing shopping 

in a positive light.  

“Would they like this person? Absolutely. They love it when people take a stand. They love when 
people break rank – don’t follow the mainstream. -- I think they would definitely like her. 
(Participant 12.) 

 

This general positive view was, however, contrasted with views of seeing it as funny as it was reflected to 

become too extreme. The equilibrium of balance was once again perceived to be distorted as it was portrayed 

as extremist.  

“I don’t have many of those [socially responsible shopper friends]. I think they are so funny. Not 
many, maybe two or three of them.” Participant 4.) 

 

On the other hand, shopping, in a socially responsible manner, was also perceived as something cool and 

positive that the respondents wished to do in the future. This association with lifestyle was illustrated by 

describing it as something that the participants wished to do in the future and as something that they thought 

their friends view as a good thing.   

“Then again she [socially responsible shopper] has kids, which I don’t, and then there is about a 5 
year age difference. -- I definitely see myself becoming missis X in few years’ time. [Interviewer: 
Why?] I’m getting more conscious, talking about it more and getting more experience by getting to 
know more people.” (Participant 12.) 

 

7.3. Systems of provision of socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

The following section focuses on mapping the current availability of socially responsible options and access 

to these options that the respondents perceived themselves to have in Copenhagen.  

 

7.3.1. Perceived availability of socially responsible clothing options 

 

Overall in the interviews the views of what was perceived socially responsible differed significantly from 

one participant to another. This was partially due to the lack of knowledge that people have of the origins of 

their clothing and the processes involved in their production. People may have the information of 

problematic issues and what in theory causes it but the awareness of better alternative options does not exist. 

The product attributes that were most often recognized as socially responsible were the use of organic, 

ecological or recycled materials; reducing the use of artificial colouring and the avoidance of child labour in 
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their production. Clothing items, which would adhere to such criteria, was currently seen as almost non-

existent.  

“I don’t know what to say, because I don’t know if anybody is using re-used materials or sustainable 
materials - if it’s like in the industry some ways. So to be honest, I don’t know.” (Participant 11.) 

 

Even though the negative issues were recognized to varying degrees, the respondents struggled to pin-point 

specific clothing features that they perceived as socially responsible in clothing shopping. The clothing 

industry has not yet arrived at the same level of knowledge as, for example, the food industry, about which 

majority of the participants commented during the interviews when the discussion moved to the social 

responsibility of consumers.  

“Maybe it’s because it’s less visible – you know – [than] buying organic [food]. That’s been talked 
about in in media and news and I try buy that, but clothing, it’s not present enough that I would 
think of it. And I don’t think it’s distinctive, that I would choose something over something.” 
(Participant 6.) 

 

Furthermore in describing the stereotypical socially responsible clothing shopper respondents were able to 

give examples of what that person would buy, even though when the respondents were asked directly for 

examples of such products, it was either difficult or they were perceived as non-existent. This reflects the 

fact that knowledge of the products still exist mainly in their practical consciousness instead of awareness.  

 

7.3.2. Perceived accessibility of socially responsible clothing 

 

As expected, due to the difficulties to identify them, socially responsible clothing items were also, in general, 

perceived not to exist in the marketplace in Copenhagen. This was on many occasions emphasised as the 

products were seen as something that they had never encountered in the stores.  

“I haven’t bought any [socially responsible clothing items], because I haven’t thought about it. I 
haven’t seen the options.” (Participant 9.) 
 
“The main reason [for not buying socially responsible clothing] is that I would not know where to 
go right now. -- I think the availability for me is an issue. I wouldn’t know where to go.” 
(Participant 12.) 

 

The respondents overall depicted confusion, on how to access socially responsible clothes. Even though they 

were able to assign things that they perceived as better, or less bad, than the “normal” clothing, finding it was 

seen as a problem. This reflection was however in some of the interviews contradicted by later notions 
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assumed existence of suitable products in the shops. In these cases, where they were thought to exist, the 

respondents recognized their own lack of sufficient knowledge: 

“I don’t think it’s difficult. -- The shops are there. I don’t think they are branded enough and they 
lack exposure.” (Participant 10.) 

 

Nonetheless vast majority of the respondents perceived socially responsible products to be currently non-

existent in the markets. 

 

7.4. Constricting conditions of socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

The performance of socially responsible clothing shopping practice was, besides the factors described 

previously, seen as dependent on the existence or non-existence of the constricting conditions of time, money 

and effort. In this study these three factors were perceived as the main issues that can limit the ability of the 

consumers to take the societal impact of a product in to consideration. The effect, which these factors have 

on the actual behaviour, depends on how these are seen by the person in question.  

 

7.4.1. Time constraints 

 

The practice of socially responsible clothing shopping was seen by half of the respondents as affected by the 

time constraints that they have in their everyday life. Socially responsible shopping was seen as demanding 

more time than “normal” clothing shopping which is performed without concerns for the impact that it has 

on society.  

“If you shop for socially responsible clothing, and you are serious about it, it will have to take a lot 
time and you will have to do a lot of research.” (Participant 3.) 

 

As noted in the previous excerpts the requirement of time was perceived to be linked to the time that the 

consumers have to use in research to find out what suitable options are available in society. This was seen to 

limit the actions that consumers can perform and therefore make the search process more arduous as the 

options are not that readily available. The complexity that this brings forth in daily life is illustrated in 

following comments: 

“I just don’t have time to think about it. Not to just to buy what you need.”  (Participant 4.) 
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”It’s [socially responsible clothing shopping] doable – it would not be a stress – but it would be time 
consuming. Not that it would be necessarily a bad thing but that would mean I would have to change 
my priorities time wise.” (Participant 12.) 

 

7.4.2. Money constraints  

 

Another constraining condition, that was apparent in the interviews, was the effect of a perceived higher than 

pricing associated with socially responsible products. This was noted by all of the respondents in some stage 

of their interviews.  

“You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure out that if you stuff is produced in Indonesia or 
China, where the labour costs is so much lower of course you can sell the stuff for a lot cheaper. So 
definitely I would expect socially responsible clothes to be more expensive.” (Participant 12.) 

 

Some of the respondents, however, partially drew back the claim of higher pricing as they reflected upon it 

more.  Contrary view came forth when socially responsible products were compared to buying luxury 

clothing which would be significantly more expensive. The notion of higher price was further more 

contested by the respondents with the understanding that socially responsible clothes are of better quality and 

therefore last for longer than the discount versions of the same items. Therefore the cost of the item was 

actually seen to become lower in the long run, even though the initial expenditure might be higher.  

“I think that socially responsible clothing products will be expensive compared to cheap clothing 
products, but the most expensive clothing products are not socially responsible. If you buy something 
that is very very cheap, the chances are that there is somebody suffering somewhere, but you can’t 
say that you are good because you buy expensive things, because it doesn’t work like that.” 
(Participant 3.) 
 
“Sometimes it is [more expensive], but then again, if you buy a t-shirt and you wear it for 5 years, 
it’s not expensive because you might buy 5 more t-shirts from H&M for the same time.” (Participant 
10.) 

 

7.4.3. Effort constraints 

 

In the interviews all of the respondents reflected that shopping for socially responsible clothing would 

require more effort than purchasing clothing without regard to its impact on society and the environment. 

The respondents noted the difficulties in relation to the availability of and access to socially responsible 

clothing in general in Copenhagen. It is these factors that make it demand more effort and this was seen 

mainly to be caused by the search of information and the more demanding search for suitable products. 
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“Spending some one day figuring out what companies are actually available if I want to be thinking 
more about what I buy and where can I get them. -- I don’t it [finding the socially responsible 
products] would difficult. To be honest I think it is just me being lazy if you are thinking about it.” 
(Participant 11.)  

 

When the participants were asked to rate how much more effort they would have to invest into buying 

socially responsible clothing on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 represented no more effort and 10 saw it as next 

to impossible, the average of the answers was 5,6. Therefore on average respondents considered it to demand 

approximately 50 % more effort than buying clothing without socially responsible concerns. The variance 

between the answers ranged from 2,5 to 10, identifying a wide range of opinions between respondents.  

 

7.5. Socially responsible clothing shopping practice 

 

None of the participants of this study were shopping for clothing in a socially responsible manner. During 

the interviews almost all of the respondents could deem an occasion where they had bought clothing items 

that they could deem to be socially responsible. The intention of these purchases were not however to be 

socially responsible, which they also recognized.  

“Actually I did buy handmade woollen sweater, but not that I was thinking that’s why I bought it. I 
bought it because it was nice and warm.” (Participant 9.) 

 

Three of the respondents identified  a situation within last year that they had bought an item specifically 

because of its socially responsible features. However, even in these cases the primary reason for the purchase 

was not the intention to be socially responsible.  

“I bought some in Roskilde festival in this hemp shop. They weren’t expensive and they were organic 
and really nice and good quality.” “[I bought it] because of all the allergies.” (Participant 12.) 
 
”I was shopping in Sundswall and (…) was looking at the discount box and I found two pairs of 
shorts in my size – Northface and Patagonia. I felt really good about buying Patagonia because they 
are pretty positive brand.” (Participant 3.) 

 

In the above examples, it becomes apparent that even though the socially responsible characteristics of the 

clothing were important to them, it was still primarily other reasons that determined the purchase. For 

participant 12. the primary reason was it being good for herself . In the latter example the purchase was 

primarily motivated by the price as the selection of options was narrowed down to the clothing sold at 

discount and therefore the social responsibility was just an added bonus.  
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The phenomena of social responsibility not being the non-complementary feature was also apparent in the 

comments as the participants speculated on buying socially responsible clothing in the future. The social 

responsibility was not seen as something that would be likely to become non-compensatory decision-making 

rule that could not be compensated with other preferable product qualities (Solomon & Rabolt, 2004, p. 366). 

“With the clothing, if the options were there, I would buy it. If the fashion – or quality – was also 
there, I would buy it even though it would cost a little bit more. [Quality] of the fabric, of the fit, or 
the fashion, style – everything. It should be the same as the competitors.” (Participant 9.) 

 

In conclusion, majority, eight out of twelve, of the participants reflected during the interview that they have 

never thought about the impact that their clothing purchases and consumption has on the society or 

environment at large.  
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8. ANALYSIS 

 

In this chapter the interview findings will be analysed to answer the research questions of this thesis. The 

data collected during the interviews and presented in Chapter 7. were analysed  according to the practice of 

content analysis (Seal, 2012, p. 378). The findings were coded according to code book that was constructed 

deductively according to the framework presented in Chapter 5. The code book was later on inductively 

modified according to the key findings that appeared during analysis.  

 

Further on in this chapter the findings will be analysed in twofold manner; individually and collectively. In 

the individual analysis, each participant’s interviews were separately analysed in order to find out the factors 

that are preventing the socially responsible shopping in each case. Thereafter the deductively created model 

was tested and accordingly revised. Secondly, the interview findings are analysed thematically to locate 

collective patterns which can explain the non-existence of socially responsible clothing shopping practice in 

society.  

 

The second part of this chapter, Section 8.2, introduces a social practice model which is revised according to 

the results of the analysis conducted in part 8.1. The model’s main difference to the previous model (figure 

2.) is the emphasis on constricting conditions and their role as justification for consumer inactivity. 

  

The main reason socially responsible clothing shopping does not exist currently is the complexity of the 

performance of the action. The last stage of analysis focuses, in part 8.3, on identifying the four main factors 

contributing to the non-existence of its practice within society. Here the emphasis is on the collective 

structures present at societal level, amongst contemporary urban consumers in Copenhagen.  

 

8.1. Analysis of the findings according to conceptual model of social practice  

 

The conducted interviews herein confirmed the primary problem statement of the thesis which was that 

consumers do not take social responsibility of the clothing into consideration when they are purchasing 

clothing items. None of the respondents practiced socially responsible clothing shopping in their everyday 

life. In the few examples, where occurrences of socially responsible clothing shopping was recognized, the 

main reason for the purchases was not a deliberate attempt to impact positively on society or the 

environment.  
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As socially responsible clothing shopping practices were not detected in this study, the first stage of the 

analysis in was to identify the reasons for the lack of existence of socially responsible clothing shopping 

practice on an individual level. This was conducted through analysis of the interview findings on an 

individual level according to the model in figure 3. which was presented in Chapter 5.  An overlook of the 

interviews can be found in the display chart in Table 2. There the information collected from the interviews 

is illustrated to enable identification of the factors affecting the adoption, or lack thereof, of socially 

responsible practices in peoples everyday life.  According to the model (figure 3.) for the social practice of 

socially responsible clothing shopping to exist, both positive inclination and enabling institutional structures 

must be present in a society. The analysis first considered the factors that contribute to the formation of 

positive inclination and the findings in regard to them were analysed. Secondly, the factors relating to the 

existence of enabling institutional structures were investigated. Lastly, the four different schemes, which are 

proposed by the model are looked at in relation to the interviews.  These schemes represent different 

combinations of factors which resulted in non-existence of outcome of socially responsible shopping 

practice. 

 

8.1.1. Inclination towards socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

In the analysis of the interviews, the existence of positive inclination towards socially responsible clothing 

shopping was determined by moderate or high levels of consciousness of the societal issues relating to 

clothing industry combined with moderate or high level of fit with socially responsible clothing shopping 

and the positive perception of such clothing shopping actions. 

 

8.1.1.1. Consciousness of social responsibility issues in clothing shopping 

 

All of the participants of this study had at least a basic level of practical consciousness of problematic issues 

linked with the clothing industry. Information, in the form of practical consciousness, of problems relating to 

the clothing industry is required for the consumers to be able to transform it to awareness and thus into 

discursive consciousness.  

 

This information had reached, with four of the respondents, the level of awareness in relation to problematic 

issues. When the topic had reached their awareness these participants were already able to reflect on the role 

that the consumer’s actions have on society and the environment beyond their own life. Furthermore, for 

three of the participants, the awareness had developed to a level where they had begun to reflect on the 

responsibility that applied to themselves as members of society. 



63 | P a g e  
  

Table 2. Display chart of individual analysis 
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8.1.1.2. Lifestyle fit with and positive perception of socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

The lifestyle related to socially responsible clothing shopping was regarded as fitting with a person’s own 

lifestyle in the analysis stage as the respondent’s signified association with the stereotypical person whose 

shopping practice would be affected by their societal concerns. Furthermore this was analysed according to 

how the participants believed their peers to perceive the performance of such actions as part of their lifestyle.  

This was because the respondents were seen to project their own views on their friends (Moisander et al, 

2009, p. 341-342) and thus were able to voice opinions that they might not have brought up due to social 

desirability bias (Öberseder et al, 2011). In addition, people tend to have similar lifestyles with their 

reference group of which friends are a good example.  

 

A second factor that was investigated in regards to lifestyle was how the socially responsible actions were 

generally perceived. A positive perception of taking the societal impact in to concern in shopping would 

make the person more inclined to adopt such actions into their everyday life. In this study nine of the 

respondents portrayed in their interviews a mainly positive perception of socially responsible clothing 

shopping. Hence, in general it was seen as a good and desirable concept in a society.  

 

Lifestyle fit and positive perception were deemed to exist if a person had a moderate or high level of 

association with a lifestyle linked to socially responsible shopping and simultaneously portrayed a moderate 

or high level of positive perception . These two factors, combined with a moderate or high consciousness, 

were theorized to lead to the performance of socially responsible clothing shopping practices in the enabling 

institutional structures were present. 

 

8.1.2. Institutional structures of social responsible clothing shopping 

 

The enabling institutional structures refer to the perceived availability of and access to suitable systems of 

provision as well as to the lack of apparent constraining conditions in the society hindering the use of these 

systems of provision. The existence of enabling institutional structures were seen to occur as the level of 

perceived systems of provision were moderate or high and the level of perceived constricting conditions was 

moderate or low. 
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8.1.2.1. Perceived systems of provision of social responsible clothing 

 

The perceived systems of provision were investigated through two factors which were the awareness of 

existing socially responsible clothing options and the access that the respondents currently perceived to have 

to them in Copenhagen. The awareness of the existence of available options is a prerequisite for people to 

see themselves to have access to such products.  

 

Out of all of the participants, the awareness of the availability of socially responsible clothing options was 

moderate or high in only four. Furthermore, only three participants had access to such clothing items.  

  

8.1.2.2. Perceived constraining conditions of social responsible clothing shopping 

A lack of recourses of time, money and effort was considered in this thesis as a constraining condition, 

preventing the performance of socially responsible clothing shopping practices. Firstly, time, as a 

constraining condition, reflects the added duration that the people invest in the performance of a socially 

responsible action compared to clothing shopping without concern on the impact that it has on the society or 

the environment. Seven participants out of twelve had the added investment of time as a constraint to their 

ability to act in a socially responsible manner.  

 

Secondly, money as constraining condition, refers to the notion of perceived higher cost of the socially 

responsible products which therefore demands from the consumers a higher monetary investment to be able 

to purchase the products that have a less negative or positive impact on society or the environment. Money 

constraint was an issue when shopping for clothing for nine of the participants. The impact of this constraint 

on their purchases was further on emphasized as it is generally one of the most important factors when 

shopping for clothing.  

 

The third constraint that was investigated, was the amount of extra effort that the respondents needed in 

order to be able to shop with concern for society and the environment. Effort reflects how hard people 

perceive the performance of a task to be and what is thus the amount of added effort that is required. The 

increased need for effort acted for ten of the participants as a factor constraining their performance of 

socially responsible actions. The respondents scored how much effort they assumed to be needed to shop in a 

socially responsible manner from one to ten with the average of the answers being 5,6. A score of three or 

above was seen to have an effect on the actions of the respondent and was thus considered as existence of a 

constraint.  
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In situations where none of these factors appeared in a person’s interview, the effect of the constraints was 

labelled as low. The existence of one constraint was considered to have a moderate affect. Furthermore the 

existence of two or three factors signalled a high effect of constraining conditions on the actions of the 

respondent.  

 

8.1.3. Outcome schemes of the interviews 

 

The analysis of the data collected from the interviews was reviewed individually for all of the participants to 

try to identify the existence or non-existence of factors that can lead to socially responsible behaviour. An 

outlook of the individual analysis is presented in Table 2.  

 

Four different schemes were proposed according to the model (figure 3.) with negative outcome. Term 

scheme reflect the different factor combinations, in which the cause for in-activity differs. The existence of 

these schemes was tested as the interviews were analysed individually. Here the causes of in-activity became 

apparent and this data was compared with the theoretical preconception to find out if it corresponded with it. 

 

Scheme 1: Positive inclination – No enabling institutional structures – No action 

Scheme 1. portrays a situation where a person has a positive inclination towards performing socially 

responsible clothing shopping actions but perceives the institutional structures that would enable it to be 

missing. According to the model, presented in figure 3, this should lead in to non-existence of socially 

responsible clothing shopping.  

 

In this study, participants 2, 9 and 12 represented scheme 1. Their clothing shopping was devoid of societal 

concerns and thus confirmed the thesis. These respondents had a positive inclination towards adopting 

socially responsible clothing shopping, but because the enabling institutional structure was missing, it did not 

translate in to action.  

 

Scheme 2: No positive inclination - Enabling institutional structures – No action 

Scheme 2. is the situation where a person does not have a positive inclination towards socially responsible 

clothing shopping but nonetheless, the enabling institutional structures do exist. This situation was proposed 

by the model not to lead to socially responsible clothing shopping. In this study, none of the participants 

represented this scheme and thus the thesis was not confirmed. This can be assigned to the fact that without a 

basic level of consciousness and interest in the issues, people would not be likely to pay attention to the 

existence, or non-existence, of socially responsible clothing items in the markets.  
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Scheme 3: No positive inclination – No enabling institutional structures – No action 

In scheme 3. a lack of positive inclination was proposed to exist towards socially responsible clothing 

shopping and a lack of enabling institutional structures. This scheme would not lead to the performance of 

socially responsible clothing, which is a situation that was confirmed in this study.  

 

The participants 1, 4, 5, 6, 10 and 11 were categorised to represent the situation outlined by scheme 3, thus 

making it the predominant situation within this sample of people. The respondents fitting with this scheme 

had no pre-existing awareness of the societal issues or self-responsibility and furthermore their level of 

lifestyle fit was either low or moderate. In addition to these factors, the enabling institutional structures did 

not exist because of the low level of systems of provision or because the constricting conditions were seen to 

be overwhelming in comparison to availability of or the access to the products. The existence of scheme 3. 

can thus be confirmed as the results of the study confirm this thesis. 

 

Scheme 4: Positive inclination - Enabling institutional structures – No action 

Scheme 4. also proposed to lead to the non-existence of socially responsible clothing shopping. It occurs 

when a person has both positive inclination toward shopping with societal concerns as  well as enabling 

institutional structures. This scheme was identified with three of the study’s respondents which were 

participants 3, 7 and 8.  

 

This scheme is contrasting the initial stance of the social practice theory according to which practice should 

take place when both enabling institutional structures as well as positive inclination were present. As the 

findings from the data was analysed, the main factor contributing to this apparent discrepancy was the 

emphasis that the constricting conditions can have. The emphasis on the importance of the constraining 

condition’s impact makes their effect stronger than the other factors. Therefore, even though all the other 

factors affecting the performance of an action were in place the time, money and effort constraints were able 

to still overturn the result to negative and thus prevent the action in question. 

 

8.2. Revised social practice model of socially responsible clothing shopping 

 

The initial model (figure 2.) introduced in Chapter 4 was revised according to the analysis of findings 

conducted in Section 8.1. The main changes were related to the importance that was assigned to the 

constricting conditions. The revised model of researching socially responsible clothing shopping practice 

presented in Figure 4. is divided into five different sections representing factors required for the outcome of 

socially responsible clothing shopping practice in society and the interaction in between them. Two of these 
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factors affect the inclination towards socially responsible shopping practice and the other two affect the 

existence of enabling institutional structures. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Revised model for socially responsible clothing shopping practice 

 

The left hand side of the model represents the factors influencing the inclination to act in socially responsible 

manner while shopping. Far left part portrays the human actors consciousness of the socially responsibility in 

clothing shopping. The consciousness is further divided in the two parts; information and awareness. 

Information refers to the practical consciousness that the consumers possess of problematic societal issues 

related to clothing industry. This information can be modified in to awareness through deliberation. In this 

process the knowledge located in person’s practical consciousness is transferred into discursive 

consciousness as it moves over the diagonal line into awareness. Awareness is a precondition for social 

responsible clothing shopping.  

 

After information of societal problems has become awareness, it can enable the performance of socially 

responsible clothing shopping practice if the practice fits with the lifestyle of a person. Lifestyle fit exists if 

one perceives socially responsible clothing shopping in a positive light and associates oneself with a lifestyle 

that is seen as linked to socially responsible clothing shopping. In situations where lifestyle fit does not exist, 

awareness of societal problems and options does not translate into action as they are positively inclined 

towards it.  

 

The first factor from the right side of the model is the systems of provision aspect which is divided into two 

sub-factors; availability and access, which are requirements for the performance of socially responsible 

clothing shopping. The availability reflects the need for socially responsible products to be available in order 
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for them to be purchased. Furthermore the consumers must have access to the available options or otherwise 

their purchase is not possible.  

 

Secondly, if the consumers have access to socially responsible products, the effect on their purchasing 

practices is restricted by constricting conditions. The implementation of access to socially responsible 

clothing cannot occur if the constricting conditions are too strong. Therefore the constricting conditions 

impact on the outcome of performing the social practice is paramount as they act as a filter between access 

and outcome.  

 

For the outcome of socially responsible clothing shopping to exist, it is mandatory that the consumers have 

awareness that enables deliberate action and access to the available options. Nonetheless, the existence of 

these factors alone does not result in the outcome of performance of socially responsible action. It cannot 

occur if the lifestyle fit does not exist or if the constricting conditions are too strong and thus negate the 

performance of the action. The lifestyle fit and constricting conditions act as filters that can prevent the 

consciousness and systems of provision factors from acting as positive drivers of the social practice. For the 

socially responsible clothing shopping action to occur all of the above factors, both the mandatory and filter 

factors, have to be positively aligned. 

 

8.3. Rationales for non-performance of socially responsible clothing shopping  

 

The initial research problem of this thesis was the thesis that consumers do not take into consideration the 

social and the environmental impacts that their clothing shopping have.  This thesis was confirmed during 

the analysis as identified in the previous chapter 8.1. The clothing shopping practices, that the participants of 

this study currently perform, are not affected by concerns over the social responsibility of the clothing that 

they purchase. The purchase decisions are mainly mandated by other product related factors, such as quality 

of the clothes and style, or personal factors, such as money and time available to them.  

 

In the thematically analysed second part of the analysis the consumers were found to actively avoid the 

performance of socially responsible clothing shopping practice because of the complexity related to it. This 

was a overarching theme that appeared in all of the interviews even though the mode conducting it differed 

between the participants. In the next four sections are identified the key factors used by consumers in the 

avoidance of socially responsible clothing shopping practice. These four factors are the predominant 

methods that consumers currently use to distance themselves from socially responsible shopping practices. 

These methods are used to avoid the complexity that is perceived to be related to having societal concerns 

when shopping for clothing. 
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8.3.1. Avoidance of awareness 

 

People try actively to avoid gaining awareness of negative issues related to clothing shopping that would 

complicate their everyday life.  Information of problems relating to the clothing industry is widespread in 

Denmark and for an average person in Danish society, avoiding the information would be difficult. 

Therefore, the respondents of the interviews displayed an active avoidance of awareness of problematic 

issues. as that part of their stock of knowledge they have a possibility to restrict unlike the information that 

reaches them. By avoiding the awareness people have the possibility to reduce the anxiety that can be caused 

by increased awareness.  

 

Avoidance of awareness applied also to the awareness of the socially responsible clothing options. As the 

interviews were conducted and the participants actively reflected on the information that they possess of the 

impact that their clothing shopping have on society and the environment, they emphasized the lack of 

awareness they had of socially responsible clothing items available for themselves. This avoidance of 

awareness occurred despite having illustrated, in earlier parts of the interviews, a good understanding and 

familiarity of socially responsible products. The self-belief in the lack of awareness of available options 

work as a safety mechanism against the distress that thinking about societal issues cause people. 

 

8.3.2. Avoidance of self-responsibility 

 

The second main method of avoiding the practice of socially responsible clothing shopping was by the 

avoidance of the consumer’s own social responsibility. The performance of an action that would be 

appropriate in striving to be socially responsible is difficult due to the complexities related to the issues. 

Because the responsibility feels over-bearing a consumer’s attempt to deflate their own responsibility by 

redirecting it to other actors in the society. When the responsibility of other actors is increased, the need for 

action by an individual consumer is deflated and the anxiety related to it becomes less distressing. Deflation 

of responsibility functions as a powerful way of avoiding the need to act in relation to societal issues that are 

seen as inappropriate as well as the cognitive dissonance that is related to the in-activity in situations where 

harmful consequences of action are recognized. 

 

8.3.3. Disassociation with the lifestyle 

 

Respondents used as one of the methods of avoiding social responsible clothing shopping the disassociation 

of the lifestyle perceived to be related to it. Whilst 75% of the respondents perceived the socially responsible 
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clothing shopping positively and half of them associated with the related lifestyle, active disassociation from 

it was used as a method of avoiding it in their own life and explaining the avoidance to themselves. The 

disassociation occurred by emphasising the importance of factors related to the practice that were different 

from themselves. This method was used to give an account of concrete reasons of why they were not doing it 

themselves and thus rationalizing their own behaviour to themselves. 

 

8.3.4. Use of constricting conditions as justification 

 

Lastly the respondents used constricting conditions as a justification for not performing socially responsible 

clothing shopping to ease the cognitive dissonance that was linked to lack action. All of the consumers 

regarded it as important that the negative externalities that are related to the clothing industry are addressed, 

even though their own action was not in-line with this understanding. The discrepancy between what was 

seen to be required and what they, in reality, do causes cognitive dissonance, as respondents felt discomfort 

over their lack of action. This discomfort was tackled by using constricting conditions as a shield against it as 

they can provide a consumer with a concrete reason for why they cannot do anything about the problematic 

issues.  

 

Constricting conditions of time, money and effort were seen as factors that cannot be easily changed by an 

individual person. The constricting conditions relate to the resources that the consumers have available to 

them and therefore they are limited. Use of them as justifying the lack of action assists the consumers in 

distancing themselves from the pressure to change their behaviour as these conditions are not in their control. 

The use of constricting conditions was especially obvious when, for example, the factor of money was 

discussed. Respondents claimed money to be the main factor restricting the purchase of socially responsible 

clothing even though later in the interviews they stated that socially responsible clothing was not 

significantly more expensive than other available options. 

 

In this section the research findings of the qualitative study conducted were analysed to test social practice 

theory in relation to the situation where the socially responsible clothing shopping was not occurring. After 

the individual interviews were analysed to find out the main causes of inactivity and the social practice 

model (figure 2.) was tested, a revised model (figure 4.) for researching socially responsible shopping was 

presented. In the last part of this chapter different rationales used by the respondents were explained. In the 

next chapter the conclusions reached through this analysis and furthermore, possible courses of action to 

change the current situation will be proposed based on the social practice approach.   
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9. CONCLUSIONS 

 

This research confirmed the lack of socially responsible clothing shopping in current society and identified 

complexity of the practice as the main cause of it. The complexity stems from an ambiguity of the concept 

which makes consumers unsure of what actually would be a socially responsible action combined with the 

discomfort that thinking about problematic societal issues related to clothing shopping causes. Because of 

this complexity, the consumers use different rationales to avoid consideration of the impact the clothing that 

they purchase have on society and the environment. The main rationales that are used by consumers are the 

avoidance of awareness and self-responsibility, disassociation with the related lifestyle and the use of 

constricting conditions as a justification for in-activity.  

 

The application of social practice theory in this thesis enabled the simultaneous consideration of both the 

human actor as well as institutional aspects when investigating socially responsible clothing shopping. 

People do not exist in a vacuum, as all of their actions are influenced by society’s existing social order. The 

effect of the society in which they live in, is related on the one hand to the other members of the society and 

on the other hand it is related to the institutional structures that limit the options that are available for them in 

a given time and place. Therefore the investigation of what happens from life world perspective opened up a 

way to take both of these sides into account. 

 

Furthermore, the social practice approach limited the importance apportioned to the individual as the 

performed actions were seen to stem from a collective social order and the individuals were thus considered 

only as the vessels that carry these practices. The social practice approach made possible the study of how 

the social order is structured currently and thus the identification of the factors that in everyday life actually 

become barriers to the existence of socially responsible shopping practice.  

 

This study has drawn attention to the limitations that have existed with the individualistic or socio-technical 

approach that have been predominant in the research of the social responsibility of consumers. The 

perspective of duality has been largely missing in previously conducted research of socially responsible 

shopping practice as they have focused on either the individuals or the institutional structures thus missing 

the links existing between these two in real life. The practices of consumers are always an outcome of the 

combination of both aspects which are interconnected and thus focusing on only one can give a distorted 

image of reality. 

 

According to this study, even though socially responsible shopping practice was not found to exist in the 

everyday life of consumers, there exists a positive tendency towards social responsibility. This tendency can 
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be actualised with appropriate actions in the quest to promote socially responsible clothing shopping. The 

consumers portrayed a fair level of information, a positive perception of socially responsible action and a 

discomfort with the current status quo.  This provides a positive foundation for change to occur in the future. 

By introduction of simple and easily adopted social practices to consumers’ awareness, consumers are likely 

to adopt them in their everyday life.  

 

The main obstacle of the adoption however, is the complexity that currently obstructs the consideration of 

the societal impact of the clothing purchases. Reducing this complexity is of paramount importance for the 

status quo to change. The consumers do not have the resources to overcome this complexity without 

assistance. The average consumer does not possess a level of knowledge to identify the impacts that their 

clothing shopping has on the society or the environment. However the wish to adopt practices that have a 

positive or a less negative impact does exist in an ever growing extent in society.  

  

The application of social practice theory approach to socially responsible clothing shopping could enable the 

changing of consumer clothing shopping habits by reducing the complexity that is related to it. The habit of 

avoiding of socially responsible clothing shopping can be overcome with the use of social practice approach 

in campaigns promoting it towards consumers. Social practice approach would enable the normalization of 

the practice in a manner that it could easily be adopted without it further complicating consumers’ already 

complex lives. This change has happened already to some extent in the food industry where shopping for fair 

trade or organic products has become a heuristic decision-making tool which is actively used in everyday 

life. This phenomenon was also apparent in this study as the majority of examples that the respondents felt 

comfortable discussing were relating to food products. Another benefit of the introduction of easily adopted 

practice would be that it would enable the practice of socially responsible shopping to exist without 

extensive awareness of the related problems and thus could reduce the anxiety that consumers experience.  

 

In addition, the perception that the consumers have, of the adoption of social responsibility in one sphere of 

life being linked to an overarching change of lifestyle, must be abolished for social responsibility to become 

part of the consumer’s everyday life. Consumers are not ready to change their existing way of living 

completely and thus the adoption of a practice, that is perceived to imply a need for extensive changes, is not 

regarded favourably. This problem can also be encountered with the application of social practice approach 

to promotion of change in shopping practices by communicating to consumers of actions that are non-

complicated and easy to adopt without other extensive changes being needed to occur. 

 

The research contained within this thesis was conducted through interviews with a limited number of 

participants who were not representative of the society at large and thus the results are not generalizable to 
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all of the consumers living in Denmark. The implications that were apparent in this explorative study can 

however be seen as indicative of the current social order and the reasons underlying non-activity in relation 

to socially responsible clothing shopping. Moreover, the results of this study can act as a relevant addition to 

the body of knowledge on socially responsible shopping as it proposes a novel way of addressing the 

difficulty of changing the way that consumers conduct their clothing shopping which can be further used in 

following research. Also this thesis did not consider the significance of the different rationales used in the 

avoidance of socially responsible clothing shopping where there may be a great variance.  

 

Continuing from where this thesis has left, future research should be conducted with more representative 

sample of people to gain more insight into the significance that the different factors as well as the rationales 

of avoidance have currently. This would enable focusing on reversing the effect of the most predominant 

barriers of action. On the other hand the use of quantitative research would enable mapping out the patterns 

that present in modern society.  
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