
 

 

Master Thesis June 2013 

 

Fashionable Sustainability 
- a Qualitative Study of Consumer Behaviour 

 

 

 

 

Author: Freja Silke Højberg Stenbæk    Number of characters: 162773 

Cand.ling.merc, Copenhagen Business School  Pages: 71,5 

 

Supervisor: Wencke Gwozdz  

Department of Intercultural Communication and Management  

Centre for Corporate Social Responsibility  



 

 

Bæredygtig forbrugeradfærd 
 

 

Dette speciale er baseret på en kvalitativ analyse af forbrugeradfærd i forbindelse med labels på 

bæredygtigt modetøj. Det er muligt at identificere en forskel i forbrugernes udtrykte intention og 

deres faktiske adfærd og formålet med nærværende speciale er at bestemme influerende faktorer. 

For at være i stand til at skabe et retvisende billede af respondenternes brug af labels, fandt jeg det 

nødvendigt også at etablere en grundig forståelse for deres forhold til bæredygtig mode generelt, 

hvilket dermed også udgør en bærende indfaldsvinkel i specialet.  

 

Bæredygtighed har været et kendt begreb i modebranchen de sidste 15 år, men indsatsen for at 

implementere bæredygtig mode er stadig begrænset
1
. Ligesom det er tilfældet indenfor blandt andet 

fødevarer, er modebranchen så småt begyndt at benytte sig af labels for at hjælpe forbrugerne med 

at identificere bæredygtige alternativer. Det ser dog ikke ud til at have samme effekt endnu som på 

for eksempel fødevarer – dette gælder også miljø- og samfundsbevidste forbrugere. 

  

Specialets baggrund for at kunne besvare problemformuleringen bygger på empiriske undersøgelser 

bestående af fem kvalitative interviews med kvindelige forbrugere. Gennem en grundig analyse på 

baggrund af antagelsen om at både interne og eksterne faktorer er af betydning for vores adfærd, 

blev det muligt at forstå og forklare den forskellige brug af labels. Den teoretiske referenceramme 

tager udgangspunkt i fire hovedtemaer, motivation, ability, opportunity og behaviour, som også 

strukturerer analysen.  

På baggrund af en forståelse af den samfundsmæssige og kulturelle konteksts indflydelse på 

respondenternes opfattelse af sociale fænomener, berøres den moderne og postmoderne tankegang.   

 

Resultaterne fra de kvalitative data bekræfter forskellen i brugen af bæredygtige labels afhængig af 

produktkategori. Det blev klart, at respondenterne ikke bruger labels i deres købsbeslutninger, når 

                                                
1
 Problemformuleringen for dette speciale blev udarbejdet, inden den voldsomme ulykke i Bangladesh. Denne har 

derfor hverken haft betydning for arbejdsspørgsmål eller respondenternes livsverden.  

 



 

 

det handler om mode. Analysen og diskussionen tydeliggør, hvordan flere faktorer er af betydning i 

forståelsen af respondenternes adfærd.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 

Preface 
 

 

This thesis is the result of approximately six month’s intensive work trying to understand consumer 

behaviour in connection with sustainable fashion and through here the labels attached these clothes. 

I succeeded in creating a problem statement that captures both my interest in fashion together with 

the present environmental and societal focus within this industry – a focus granted even more 

attention after the tragic building collapse in Bangladesh recently. In the work process I experienced 

that my own behaviour as a consumer of fashion was challenged. This has created a greater 

awareness in me of influential factors affecting my product choices and a deeper understanding of 

the importance of taking on responsibility.  

I wanted my qualitative approach to provide the opportunity to obtain knowledge of the 

respondents’ lifeworlds, and through our interactions during the interviews and further analysis 

create a nuanced understanding of their behaviour.  

Because of an increased awareness of the harmful side effects of clothes together with the perceived 

symbolic value associated with this product category, I find my focus to be significantly relevant. 

 

Even though I have experience in working with papers, it is the first time I have had the opportunity 

to study a problem more closely. It has been an instructive time including many challenges, which I 

had to deal with continuously, as well as the recognition of new realisations and insights which all 

have guided the process. These elements are all considered influential for the results and together 

constitute this thesis.  

 

My supervisor, Wencke Gwozdz, acted a good sparring partner, and I found the interviews with my 

respondents to be positive and inspiring. 
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Section 1: Introduction and problem 

formulation  
 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The consumption of products occupies a significant position in consumers’ creation and 

organisation of meaning. Contemporary culture is therefore often referred to as a consumption 

culture, because of the central position adopted by products (“Bæredygtighed er blevet hipt i 

modebranchen”, 2011, 5. aug.). Our consumption choices are, among other things, used as self-

stating images, an expression of self and a preservation of lifestyle
2
 (Niinimäki, 2010). Because of 

this deeper symbolic meaning associated with products, it is no longer sufficient addressing the 

rationality of consumers.  

Despite the high level of consumption it seems that consumer culture has seen a small change of 

path when it comes to sustainable thinking. An increase in demand and consumption of 

environmentally friendly and social conscious products has come to play a part in consumer 

behaviour, especially within some product categories, i.e. food, cosmetics and white goods 

(Solomon et al. 2010). However, in spite of an increased focus on the consequences of our current 

lifestyle and expressed consumer concern, it does not seem that any radical changes to overcome 

the environmental and societal challenges take place. According to Niinimäki (2010) even ethical 

oriented consumers fall short engaging in sustainable behaviour. This has resulted in a slower 

progress than expected towards a more sustainable consuming world in spite of consumers’ 

expressed concern (Thøgersen, 2005).   

 

Even though progress towards more conscious lifestyles is considered a slow process in general, 

implementing sustainability seems to be even more of a struggle within some industries than others. 

The fashion industry is one of the most polluting industries in the world, and sustainability has been 

an issue of concern for 15 years (“Grøn Efterspørgsel”, 2012, 20. jan.). Over the years different 

initiatives have been initiated trying to inform consumers about the harmful downside of the 

production of clothes, however, inconsistent. These attempts have not yet succeeded in changing 

                                                
2 Lifestyle – the pattern of consumption reflecting a person’s choices about their time and money spend together with 

the attitudes and values attached these behavioural patterns (Solomon et al., 2010: 577). 
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consumers’ consumption patterns related to clothes, even though an increased attention towards 

sustainability and an expressed willingness among consumers to act consciously also is detectable 

related to this product category. Even environmental and societal conscious consumers seem to be 

guided by other and stronger factors in their fashion consumption.  

 

Being able to identify sustainable alternatives from non-sustainable ones is crucial in the advance 

towards a more sustainable society. In this connection labels are considered a useful communication 

tool because they provide information about the product at the point of purchase (Armstrong & 

Kotler, 2006). Labels have the opportunity for consumers to identify sustainable alternatives and 

they are considered an important element in the improvement of sustainable behaviour (Thøgersen 

et al., 2009). Relating to sustainable products the label acts as an indicator of environmentally and 

societal consideration. Their purpose is to create transparency and thereby consumer trust (ibid.). 

This approach has proven effective within some industries and “det røde Ø” is, among others, 

known and recognised by many consumers. The fashion industry is slowly adopting this 

communication strategy for sustainable alternatives, but it does not seem to have caused noticeable 

changes. There seems to be a difference in how widely sustainable labels are adopted by consumers, 

depending on the product category, making it a subject of interest to study.          

 

Above introduction indicates the possibility of identifying a gap between consumers’ expressed 

intentions and their actual behaviour. This suggests that consumer patterns are complex phenomena 

and that consumers’ decision-making process rarely follows a rational approach.  
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1.2 Problem formulation  

In spite of an increase in expressed concern among consumers with regard to environmental and 

societal issues within the fashion industry, this consideration does not seem to translate to 

behaviour. This illustrates a gap between consumers’ motivational intentions and actual behaviour.   

Starting from an understanding of consumer behaviour in connection with sustainable fashion I 

want to conduct a study of: 

 

 What do labels on sustainable fashion clothes mean to consumers in their buying 

decisions?  

 

To answer this I find it necessary to conduct a study of: 

 How do internal factors influence consumers’ behaviour? 

 How do external factors influence consumers’ behaviour? 

  

1.2 Thesis structure 

The thesis consists of six main sections. The first section, introduction, presents the theme of the 

thesis, the problem formulation and the delimitation and clarification of underlying concepts. 

Section two clarifies the research design, which includes my scientific theoretical considerations 

and the methodical framework including an account of social constructivism and the qualitative 

method. This section will also present the theoretical frame of reference, which constitutes four 

main themes, motivation, ability, opportunity and behaviour. Additional theory will be presented to 

help explain and understand my empirical findings.   

In section three the thesis is placed in a societal and cultural context. This involves a presentation 

of modern and postmodern tendencies while also introducing the sustainable movement, sustainable 

fashion and labels and labelling.  

The analysis constitutes section four, which starts from the recognition that internal and external 

factors influence consumers’ behaviour. It will be organised according to the four themes identified 

in the theory section and based on five in-depth interviews with Copenhagen women aged 25-41. 

The two first components, motivation and ability, will focus on internal factors influencing 

behaviour while opportunity engages in external factors. Behaviour deals with the respondents’ 

actual behaviour. 
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In section five, discussion, thought-provoking findings from my analysis are discussed in order to 

establish a more thorough understanding of the respondents’ behaviour.    

Finally, the conclusion and future implications are presented in section six. In this section the 

results are summarised and implications in connection with the research subject offered.     

Below, in figure 1, the structure is illustrated in a model.   
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 Figure 1: The structure of the thesis 
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1.3 Delimitation and clarification of underlying concepts  

When dealing with a possible increase in sustainable behaviour Thøgersen (2005) identifies three 

main groups of actors influencing the sustainability of private consumption: consumers, 

governments and businesses. Different factors are considerable when it comes to the lack of 

sustainable behaviour affecting all three groups. This thesis will concentrate on the consumer 

perspective when trying to understand the lack of sustainable behaviour. However, when trying to 

create an understanding for the barriers restraining consumers to engage in sustainable behaviour it 

may be unavoidable making references to the two other groups of actors: governments and 

businesses.  

 

The focus of the thesis is sustainable fashion and the labels attached. In this connection, fashion 

refers to clothes. I thereby delimit myself from concentrating on other items, which could be 

identified as fashion, i.e. accessories.   

 

It is possible to distinguish “fashion” from “clothes”. Fashion is used because of a deeper symbolic 

meaning supporting self-expression, the communication of self to others and as an illustration of 

values and lifestyle. The function of fashion goes beyond the pragmatic use of providing protection 

and cover. In this thesis, however, I use the terms synonymously.  

 

Consumer behaviour is defined by Ekström (2010) as: “the dynamic interaction of affect and 

cognition, behaviour, and the environment by which human beings conduct the exchange aspects of 

their lives.” (ibid.: 32) Consumer behaviour in this sense becomes a complex size and several 

aspects should be considered when trying to establish sufficient understanding. 

 

No single definition of what qualifies as sustainable consumption exists, but I follow the Oslo 

Roundtable on Sustainable Production and Consumption, “the use of goods and services that 

respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimizing the use of natural 

resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to 

jeopardize the needs of future generations.” (Norwegian Ministry of the Environment, 1994) 
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Section 2: Research design  
 

 

The main purpose of this thesis is to create an understanding of consumer behaviour in connection 

with sustainable fashion and, in particular, the labels attached. I will focus on creating an 

understanding of the factors influencing their behaviour and thereby create the opportunity of 

answering what labels on sustainable fashion mean to consumers, and how they use these in their 

buying decisions.  

The following section presents my scientific theoretical stand, which constitutes how I perceive the 

surrounding world and my understanding of how knowledge is constructed. Further, my methodical 

considerations will be elaborated and I will give a short presentation of the theoretical approach. I 

will further develop on my chosen theory in section 4.     

 

2.1 Theory of science     

The presentation of my scientific theoretical stand aims at explaining to the reader my selection of 

methods providing the basis for answering the problem formulation. Clarifying my scientific pre-

understanding should help make the validity of the study’s conclusions transparent.    

Working with different problems does not call for one essential approach, and a clarification of my 

scientific theoretical approach is therefore significant when trying to understand the chosen 

methodological approach and the conclusions of my thesis.     

In this way I also want to define my recognition of our pre-understanding because of its possible 

influence on the research results. Being aware of the effect of my pre-understanding will help create 

transparency, the best possible foundation for minimal interference, and help me understand that the 

results will not be objectively conclusive. 

  

2.1.1 Social constructivism  

My scientific theoretical approach is based on the assumption that reality is socially constructed and 

highly affected by our recognition of it (Fuglsang & Olsen, 2004). This places me within the social 

constructivist field, in which I reject the traditional notion of one observable and measurable reality 

independent of the observer as represented by positivism. On the contrary, I believe societal 

phenomena to be created through historical and social processes, and our recognition and 
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interpretation of the surroundings are subjectively determined and cannot be characterised as eternal 

or unchangeable either.  

This also indicates that we observe reality through our own lens, which is affected by the cultural 

and historical past of ours. Thus, I recognise the existence of a pre-understanding and support the 

notion that our perception and expressed meanings are influenced by a frame of understanding 

(ibid.). 

In connection with the thesis, adopting a social constructivist approach will have an influence on the 

research results, as I believe that leaving my own pre-understanding is a difficult, if not impossible, 

task and will thereby affect the interpretation of data. Also, my interaction with the respondents 

during the interviews will result in a special progress specific for this situation. Even though several 

elements would reappear in a similar situation with another investigator, how they appear, could 

differ (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010).             

 

Following the notion that societal phenomena are socially constructed and thereby changeable 

supports that the thesis will create an up-to-the-minute account and focus on portraying the 

respondents’ lifeworlds on a subjective level, but at the same time indicate current trends. This 

means that the respondents perception of labels on sustainable clothes is determined by their own 

individual lifeworlds and the socio-cultural context in which they exist. 

 

2.3 Qualitative methods  

Because of my scientific theoretical approach through which I seek to create understanding of the 

respondents’ lifeworlds, I find it appropriate to rely on qualitative research. Qualitative methods
3
 

are widely used in explorative studies as they seek to expound social phenomena and are 

characterised by their strength in creating understanding of how respondents perceive their 

surrounding world – their feelings, attitudes, opinions and behaviour, “…qualitative research does 

not survey the terrain, it mines it.” (McCracken, 1988: 17) In qualitative studies the correlation 

between the problem and the research method ensures validity (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010). I 

have tried to ensure validity and reliability of the thesis by involving the reader in my methodical 

choices. This will be embedded in the following sections.     

                                                
3 Qualitative methods cover among others: interviews, observation, focus groups (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010).   
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The qualitative method focuses on trying to understand the respondents’ perception of reality 

through elaborated answers instead of presenting representative and generalizable conclusions like 

quantitative approaches. In this way, qualitative methods seek to portray the respondents’ 

understanding of social phenomena, and encourages the investigator to take a step back from own 

pre-understanding inspired by a phenomenological way of thinking (Kvale 1997). Through here, the 

investigator’s aim is to illustrate how phenomena are experienced by the respondents. Even though 

it will not be possible for me to fully neglect my pre-understanding, being aware of its existence and 

influence will create the best starting point in the preparation of the research method and later in the 

interpretation and analysis.  

Being a social constructivist it makes sense to follow a phenomenological approach because both 

approaches share the point of view that no objective reality exists. In addition, the focus of social 

constructivism on knowledge and meaning creation in the interaction between the investigator and 

the respondents and the phenomenological representation of the respondents’ prior experiences and 

meaning structure, results in a meaningful complementation of each other (Halkier, 2008). I thereby 

use phenomenology when trying to establish that our meaning creation is not solely situat ion-bound 

like represented by social constructivism. Hence, my results will, to some degree, be affected by the 

respondents’ prior experiences, which, however, are expressed in situational linguistic constructions 

in the interaction between me and my respondents (ibid.). This follows the postmodern perspective, 

presented in section 3. The postmodern understanding embraces the opportunity for elaborating on 

phenomena outside the interview situation, as stated by phenomenology, while also recognising the 

social constructivist idea of how new aspects appear during the interview (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 

2010). The following short quotation from one of my interviews illustrates this intermingling of 

scientific theoretical approaches, because of how new lines of thoughts appear as a result of the 

specific situation in a context also influenced by the respondent’s prior experiences and opinions:  

 

“Jamen sådan nu når du siger det, og jeg tænker sådan over det, altså jeg har ikke 

sådan tænkt over det før, men så er det jo lidt sjovt, at firmaer får lov at udvikle de her 

ting selv, det har jeg aldrig rigtig tænkt over.” (Interview 4, s. 17)   

 

2.3.1 In-depth interviews 

I have chosen to base my primary empirical data on five in-depth interviews of approximately one 

hour duration. The number of respondents has been decided upon in order to create the opportunity 
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for me to engage in a thorough analytical procedure while also considering temporal resources 

(Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010). In-depth interviews are considered an approved tool when 

researching social phenomena and how these are experienced by others. Through these it is possible 

to create a valid foundation when trying to understand other people’s lifeworlds (ibid.). The 

interviews will help create an understanding of the respondents’ perceptions toward sustainable 

fashion in general followed by a more narrow focus on the labels attached sustainable fashion. The 

interviews will provide insight into the respondents’ subjective considerations in connection with 

my problem formulation and thereby not provide a definitive answer to their general position. 

However, focusing on their subjective approach together with my theoretical frame of reference will 

provide a clarification of general trends for influential factors relating to sustainable behaviour 

(McCracken 1988).  

I have chosen to follow a semi-structured approach in the five interviews. Kvale (1997) identifies 

semi-structured interviews as “… et interview, der har til formål at indhente beskrivelser af den 

interviewedes livsverden med henblik på at fortolke betydningen af de beskrevne fænomener.” 

(ibid.: 19) Semi-structured interviews help encourage the respondents to talk rather freely and 

creating an opportunity for them to reveal their innermost thoughts because they are not restrained 

by fixed limits.  

 

2.3.2 Interview guide 

Prior to the execution of my interviews I composed an interview guide, appendix 1, to secure the 

coverage of relevant themes. In semi-structured interviews an interview guide ensures that the 

necessary link with the problem formulation is preserved, while also creating the opportunity to 

uncover unidentified relevant terrain, because of how the unstructured approach reduces constraints 

and thereby encourages respondents to talk (McCracken, 1988).  

Furthermore, relying partially on an interview guide helped me create the best opportunity to 

minimise influencing the respondents and their answers with own opinions, because of my 

reflection of the questions in the preparation of them.  

Even though an interview guide advances the opportunity of disregarding my own pre-

understanding and focus on representing the respondents’ lifeworlds, it becomes evident through 

questions formulated during the interview that this is not possible. “Så det er en følelse, du tager 

på?”, “Har forbrugerne et ansvar?”, ”Så du har tendens til at stole på labels?” are examples of 

questions biased by my perception. Furthermore, they illustrate how the interpretation process is 
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initiated already within the scope of the interviews. This is supported by hermeneutics, section 

2.3.4, stating that interpretation is not limited to the actual handling of material, but is considered an 

ongoing event (Kvale, 1997). This could question the reliability of the study, because leading 

questions may influence the respondents’ answers. However, I try to provide for this bias in my 

collation of data by explicating the working progress in the elaboration of applied methods.   

 

Creating the interview guide proved to be a challenging task, as I had no prior data about the 

respondents’ knowledge of the subject. I found it necessary to create a rather well laid-out guide in 

order to get an understanding of the respondents, and also to make sure that I covered all relevant 

terrain (McCracken 1988).  

However, I still regard the interview guide as semi-structured, because I at all times encourage the 

respondents to say whatever enters their minds and thereby create the opportunity to deviate from 

the guide. Some of the questions are unavoidable and guide the direction, but I created it in a way 

that allowed me to adjust along the way.     

 

Initially, I presented the subject of the thesis and the interview’s contribution. Hereafter, I invited 

the respondents to shortly introduce themselves. In doing so, I sought to create an informal and 

casual atmosphere and the best opportunity to encourage respondents to reveal their innermost 

thoughts (Kvale 1997).    

Before I initiated the interview, I asked the respondents to participate in an exercise. They were to 

briefly write down what they knew about different sustainable labels pictured on a paper, appendix 

2. I searched the internet for labels fulfilling sustainable demands and used labels both from the 

fashion industry and the food industry. This approach allowed me myself to get an idea of how 

widely distributed labels are, followed by an opportunity to gain a general understanding of the 

respondents’ knowledge of labels used on different sustainable products. I chose to adjust the label 

map after the first interview because too many labels created frustration instead of encouragement.   

Hereafter, the interview guide was sectionalised in four categories to make it manageable and 

possible to adjust during the interview. These categories cover; fashion/shopping, sustainable 

fashion, labels/labelling and ecology/environmental concern.     

All interviews were conducted and transcribed in Danish to avoid important point of views being 

lost in translation. Furthermore, it would have been difficult and time consuming identifying 

respondents who would have been able to answer in English.  
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2.3.3 Respondents  

In the recruitment of respondents I made use of my personal network. Prior to the selection of my 

respondents I sat up criteria for the respondents to fulfil to be of interest. I used my family and 

social circle in order to identify my target group without having to conduct additional research. This 

approach enabled me to create a heterogeneous group of respondents and thereby the opportunity to 

identify comprehensive views. Demographics were used as the main determiner when selecting 

respondents together with their geographical location. Based on the subject of my thesis, fashion 

and sustainability, I found it necessary to target urban dwellers. I believe that Copenhagen is the 

fashion capital of Denmark and first mover in the adaption of new trends. I find that sustainable 

fashion is still an unfamiliar concept to most consumers and therefore considered it necessary 

targeting a group most likely in contact with this specific product category. I chose to focus on 25-

45 year old women of Copenhagen because I believe them to possess greater knowledge of the 

target subject than other population groups. Following this approach enabled me to better 

investigate my research question and identify possible differences between age groups. The 

demographical selection was based on Teisl et al. (2008) who state that women are said to be more 

eco-conscious than men together with a general opinion of women being the largest group of 

fashion consumers. Furthermore, I tried to find respondents with different educational backgrounds, 

and both students and graduated women were of interest. In this way, I created the opportunity to 

reveal possible differences because occupation.    

I made sure not to have any personal relation with the respondents chosen, as any kind of 

relationship could influence the results of the interviews because of the possibility of implicit 

understanding.  

Finally, all the respondents were informed about anonymity in order to encourage them not to hold 

anything back.    

 

My criteria for respondents are illustrated below: 

  

 Both students and working women  

 25-45 years old  

 Copenhageners 

 Consumers 
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The model gives a survey of the respondents chosen for the interviews. 

 

Navn Alder Bopæl Beskæftigelse  

Sofie 

 

26 Frederiksberg Studerende på CBS 

Hanne 

 

37 Vanløse Skrædder 

Laura 30 Nørrebro Tekstildesigner på 

Det Kongelige 

Teater 

Signe 

 

29 Nørrebro Barsel 

Helle 

 

41 Værløse Ergoterapeut 

  

       Figure 2: Of one’s own make 

 

2.3.4. Analysis  

All interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed creating an appropriate basis for the 

analysis and to secure the reliability of the study (Kvale, 1997). According to Flick (2002) the 

exactness of the transcription depends on the research question. This thesis deals with a sociological 

question making the linguistic exchange a medium for studying the question at hand. The goal is 

thereby not an analysis of language, but on the content, and will be based on a thorough, however, 

not exact transcription, in order to concentrate on the message and meaning of the transcribed. The 

audio files and transcribed interviews are enclosed on the USB stick.   

During my work process, I have become aware of both constructive and challenging aspects of this 

procedure. The advantage of a transcription is that it creates the opportunity to work through the 

interviews making it manageable to identify themes and corroborative theory. On the other hand, 

this approach is considerable time consuming and followed by a challenging task when trying to 

survey the many transcribed pages.   

 

The analysis of my empirical data is based on Flick’s (2002) thematic coding. Through thematic 

coding, interviews are coded by a number of themes or categories identified continuously. The 

categories identified are not static, but open to change, and in the work process some categories 

have been left out while others have been replaced.  
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This analytical method embraces the combination of an inductive and deductive approach, which 

becomes evident in my alternation between my empirical data and theoretical frame of 

understanding. The inductive approach finds expression when I create knowledge on the basis of 

perspectives identified in the analysis of data (Brinkmann & Tanggaard, 2010). Simultaneously, my 

use of the MOAB (Motivation-Opportunity-Ability-Behaviour) model characterises the deductive 

view and enables me to create manageable data (ibid.). The MOAB model has thereby worked as a 

frame of understanding in the analysis, which will be elaborated in section 2.4.  

 

I initiated the analysis by reading all transcribed interviews several times in order to get a coherent 

understanding of the interview content. This allowed me to become familiar with the data before the 

identification and categorisation of themes.    

Hereafter followed a process of open coding, paragraph by paragraph, by means of codes to create a 

manageable starting point for further interpretation. In a few words, these codes described the 

content of each paragraph, i.e. shoppevaner, prioriteringer, tøjets funktion and kendskab til 

bæredygtig mode. This also helped me identify similarities and diversities in the individual 

interviews and among the respondents. It is worth mentioning though that what seem comparable at 

first, may, in a deeper analysis prove divergent. However, in the initial state of an empirical analysis 

engaging in open coding can prove to be a useful instrument creating an easy comprehensive 

overview.   

Hereafter, I focused on determining these codes by the two general categories in the MOAB model, 

internal and external. I used colour codes to indicate factors of either internal or external character 

in each interview, which in the following analysis made the categories identifiable and manageable.    

In the next step, I further categorised my data. The themes previously identified were written on 

post-its and then placed on a board in accordance with the MOAB model categories. The use of 

post-its enabled me to group themes together and identify relevant subcategories in a process of 

selective coding (Flick, 2002), on which supportive theory could be applied. The chosen theory in 

this thesis is thereby inspired both by the MOAB model and the data material. Furthermore, this 

visualisation enabled me to draw lines between interconnected themes and factors illustrating how 

the different categories affect each other and thereby the complexity in understanding consumer 

behaviour. An illustration of the post-it map is found in appendix 3. 

 



 

17 

 

As indicated above, the analytical work has been a process in which I have gone back and forth 

between the interviews as a whole and their individual parts to create the best understanding. Thus, 

I follow the notion that no coherent understanding is possible without recognising the equal 

importance of both the entity and the parts. This also illustrates a hermeneutical approach, which in 

connection with textual interpretation becomes relevant, as it is possible to consider transcribed 

interviews to be interpretable texts (Kavle, 1997). The hermeneutical focus is to interpret 

phenomena with the purpose of reaching a valid and common understanding of a text’s meaning.
4
 

Hermeneutics seeks to create understanding of a social phenomenon by means of memory, 

experience and our pre-understanding (Føllesdal et al., 1999). According to Føllesdal et al. (ibid.) 

hermeneutics should be considered as, ”(...) studiet af, hvad forståelse er, og hvordan vi metodisk 

bør gå frem for at opnå forståelse.” (ibid.: 88) Understanding is thereby central to hermeneutics and 

the way in which understanding is created becomes the pivotal point and also the principal 

comprehension in this thesis.  

In the analysis of qualitative data hermeneutics creates a considerate approach handling the 

material. Hermeneutics is specified by the hermeneutical circle covering the interaction between the 

single parts components and the entity in the creation of understanding. It is characterised as a 

continuous process without identifiable beginning and ending, and it constitutes the structure for our 

perception and interpretation of our surroundings (Fuglsang & Olsen, 2004). The way we obtain 

understanding is, in this sense, a constant alternation between the single parts and the entity 

(Føllesdal et al., 1999).  

According to Gadamer in Fuglsang & Olsen (2004) the researcher plays an active part in the 

interpretation process and the conceptual universe against which we interpret and understand 

thereby becomes central. This acknowledgement agrees with before mentioned pre-understanding. 

 

2.4 Theoretical frame of reference   

The purpose of the following section is to present relevant theories used to explain and understand 

my empirical findings.  

I will apply a rather general theoretical approach based on more than one theory. In order to create 

coherence throughout the thesis I will, as mentioned, use the MOAB Model by John Thøgersen. 

                                                
4 Today the term text also includes conversation and even action (Kvale, 1997: 56).  
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The model will function as a frame on which theories will be applied based on themes identified in 

my interview analysis while also working as theoretical inspiration.  

The thesis’ research field covers consumer behaviour in a specific context. Therefore, consumer 

behaviour theories will be applied and form the basis of the thesis in combination with theories of 

labelling within specific product areas. Labelling theory with focus on fashion clothes is limited and 

I will therefore have to draw on research conducted within other fields. I am aware that products 

differ in both tangible and intangible assets, and that a random comparison could be considered 

inappropriate, but I believe that creating a general knowledge of labels and labelling could prove 

useful in a more specific context. I thereby follow a broad theoretical approach when it comes to 

label theory and try to apply it to my research area. It will be elaborated in section 3.5.   

 

The following section intends to present theory used later on in my analysis. I will outline the 

different theories in the following and develop further when applying them in the analysis.  

 

2.4.1 The MOAB Model    

Several studies focusing on consumer behaviour exist and thereby also different approaches. In this 

context it will be appropriate to mention Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) developed by Ajzen & 

Fishbein, and its successor Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 2008). Both approaches 

emphasise the importance of intentions functioning as mediating between attitudes and action. To 

create the best opportunity to predict consumer behaviour variables affecting intentions are to be 

considered. The TPB model is part of the MOAB model, which, however, adds an extra two 

variables, ability and opportunity (Thøgersen, 1995). I therefor recognise the MOAB model to be a 

reasonable choice when engaging in consumer studies.    

 

In earlier consumer research studies a distinction was made between internal and external factors 

influencing consumer behaviour without considering the possible correlation between the different 

factors. Recent research, however, is beginning to recognise how both factors internal and external 

to consumers may be of considerable influence when it comes to behaviour and should be equally 

and simultaneously considered to obtain a fair presentation (ibid.).    

The “internalist” perspective considered consumer behaviour “as a function of processes and 

characteristics (…) internal to the individual” whereas the “externalist” perspective primarily 

focuses on external characteristics and processes outside the individual’s control (Jackson, 2005). 
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This distinction is further supported by their different focus in connection with consumers’ 

discretion in their decision-making. In the internalist perspective consumers are viewed as agents 

unconstrained by social structure whereas the externalist perspective follows the notion that 

consumers are hugely influenced by factors beyond their control. Even though the relationship 

between the different factors has not yet been thoroughly researched, Thøgersen tries to combine 

the internalist and externalist perspective in his well-known MOAB model.  

 

 

Figure 3, Thøgersen (2010: 98). 

 

I have chosen to use this model as a foundation for my analysis because it creates an opportunity to 

identify and understand the processes leading to behaviour – action or no action. This model 

emphasises the influential impact from both internal and external factors. Thus, both internal and 

external barriers and drivers are represented. Keeping this in mind, might help provide a basic 

understanding of the reasons why even motivated consumers fall short when it comes to action. In 

connection with sustainable behaviour this is valuable knowledge, as it helps explain why even 

environmentally and socially concerned consumers sometimes fail in acting sustainable (Thøgersen, 

2005). In my use of the model, the four main components have been maintained. However, based 

on my findings, I found it necessary to develop the category of motivation and incorporate a more 

general understanding of attitudes while also adding a new subcategory comprising the self. Figure 

4 illustrates my employment of the model.   
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Figure 4: Of one’s own make with inspiration from Thøgersen (2010)  

 

The next sections are designed to present the different components of the model and introduce 

theories applied in the analysis.  

 

2.4.1.1 Motivation  

“To understand motivation is to understand why consumers do what they do.” (Solomon et al. 2010, 

176) An understanding of the motivational intention experienced by consumers is therefore 

considered an important factor in connection with consumer behaviour. 

The following section presents the motivational category of the MOAB model. The section is 

initiated by a more general representation of the term motivation based on Solomon et al. (2010). I 

find this to be appropriate in creating sufficient understanding, because this thorough review will 

create the best opportunity explaining behaviour. The definition of motivation as a concept is 

thereby supported by additional theory not obtained from the model, where motivation constitutes 

an assembling of motivational drivers guiding behaviour, figure 1.     

Further, in order to understand what drives motivation subcategories will be applied comprising the 

Self and Attitudes. The subcategories was identified through an interaction between the MOAB 

model and my empirical data Thøgersen (2010). The subcategories are not to be considered 

exhaustive, but rather function as an indicator of the complex nature of motivation.  
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Motivation is characterised by the underlying drive that occurs when a need is recognised which we 

wish to satisfy. The type of need together with the need’s attraction will influence our motivation to 

satisfy it. The goal of this thesis is to create an understanding of consumers’ behaviour when it 

comes to sustainable fashion consumption and the use of labels attached these clothes. In order to 

do so, I find it necessary to try to understand the underlying motives driving consumption.  

 

In this context, distinguishing between utilitarian and hedonic needs will be of interest, as it can 

help explaining the underlying motives driving behaviour. When utilitarian needs arise, consumers 

will pursue products which based on their objective, tangible attributes are considered satisfactory. 

On the other side, when recognising a hedonic need, products’ symbolic value will be of interest 

because through here consumers will be able to attain sensory pleasure (Solomon et al., 2010).  

When a need is aroused we find ourselves in a discrepancy between present state and ideal state 

after the need is met. Even though different ways of satisfying the need may exist, consumers will 

be motivated to follow the path which they believe will lead them to the most desirable outcome.  

According to expectancy theory consumers’ motivation is affected by their expectations of 

achieving a desirable outcome. When choosing a product, consumers thereby have an idea and 

expectation of the product’s effect on the situation beforehand (ibid.). This indicates that consumers 

seek to reach a goal after recognising a need in order to create harmony followed by pleasure. That 

goal can either be of positive or negative character. Positively charged goals are ones which 

consumers direct their behaviour towards and are motivated to satisfy because of the expected 

positive outcome. On the other hand, motivation towards avoiding possible negative outcomes may 

also be the goal for consumers who thereby structure their purchasing and consumption activities in 

order to control unwanted end results (ibid). These motivational conflicts are of great interest when 

it comes to understanding consumers’ behaviour. They illustrate the complex situation consumers 

might find themselves in when a need is aroused and motivation occurs to satisfy it because of the 

potential of conflicting interests. 

Consumers deal with conflicting interests in situations where they find desired products to have 

negative consequences. In these situations they experience an Approach-Avoidance Conflict 

because they have to compromise in one way or another. Two additional types of conflicts exist, 

Avoidance-Avoidance Conflict and approach-Approach Conflict, (ibid.) but those will not be dealt 

with here because I do not find them to be relevant in this context based on the analysis of my 

empirical data.  
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When it comes to sustainable consumption, consumers’ motivation to act in accordance with 

sustainable criteria may differ as well as in the strength of their motivation. Following sustainable 

requirements imply change and not all consumers are equally motivated when it comes to changing 

their lifestyle to obtain a more sustainable one. According to Thøgersen (2010) “Consumer 

motivation to act in a pro-environmental way depends on their individual value priorities, 

environmental concern, attitudes toward specific pro-environmental behavior and internalized 

norms and sometimes also their self-efficacy with regard to the specific behavior in question.” 

(ibid.: 106) Several factors are therefore worth considering when trying to understand consumers’ 

motivational intensions.  

  

The above gives an indication of the motivational drive that is aroused when a need is recognised. 

The following will present the two subcategories. 

 

Attitude 

The focus on the respondents’ attitudes toward the subject at hand is supported by Thøgersen 

(2010), who presents this understanding to be a subcategory in motivation in the MOAB model.  

Throughout time, attitudes’ effect on consumer behaviour has been a subject of interest, multiple 

field studies, and an issue of concern when it comes to predicting consumer behaviour (Ajzen, 

2008). It could be argued then, that an understanding of the respondents’ attitudes will help provide 

a clearer picture of their behaviour.  

Attitudes are defined by Scholderer (2010) as “the evaluation of an object as positive or negative.” 

(ibid.: 211) The object towards which an attitude is held is called an attitude object and covers all 

things we find to be either attractive or unattractive (ibid.).  

 

In order to create the best understanding of the complex nature of attitudes I have chosen to involve 

different theories. In connection with attitude formation I will draw on Icek Ajzen and Joachim 

Scholderer. Theories about the function of attitudes are based on Daniel Katz who initially 

developed this approach. Finally, the understanding of the formation of attitudes toward an object is 

supported by Icek Ajzen & Martin Fishbein (1977) in their multi-attribute model.     
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The Self 

Today’s consumer is a complex size and understanding behaviour involves understanding the 

multiple functions of products. Besides products’ utilitarian function theories about consumption 

and identity state that a connection between who we are, want to be and/or wish to portray exists 

(Solomon et al., 2010). This is valuable knowledge when trying to understand what drives 

consumers’ motivation to act in certain ways, because of the symbolic value ascribed products. 

   

This subcategory will be based on theories put forth by Joseph Sirgy, Professor of Marketing, who 

acknowledges the complex nature of human beings and promotes the idea of self-concepts. In the 

same vein, Russell Belk (1988), Professor of Marketing, presents the possibility of products 

becoming part of the extended self which is also a matter of concern in the analysis. Belk is 

considered one of the most prolific, contemporary scholars within consumer behaviour and 

marketing. I therefore find his research to be relevant when trying to establish an understanding of 

the meaning of products.     

The notion of self has been identified through the analysis of my empirical data and thereby added 

the MOAB model.   

 

2.4.1.2 Ability  

Ability is considered an internal factor illustrating how factors internal to consumers are considered 

influential on behaviour.   

John Thøgersen suggests that a limitation of time and financial resources are worth considering 

together with cognitive capacity and limited knowledge. The recognition of knowledge and time is 

supported by my findings in the empirical data based on the respondents’ emphasis on these. In this 

section of the analysis I will draw on Thøgersen.   

 

2.4.1.3 Opportunity 

Another determining factor which either facilitates or impedes behaviour is opportunity, constituted 

of external elements (Thøgersen, 2010). These conditions are considered to be outside the 

comprehension or control of consumers and include factors such as culture or the “triple A” – 

availability, affordability and accessibility (ibid.). According to the respondents’ emphasis this 

thesis will concentrate on the surrounding culture and social norms influencing consumption 

behaviour and availability identified in the “triple A” (ibid.).  
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2.4.1.4 Behaviour 

Finally, the thesis will touch upon the respondents’ actual behaviour
5
. This will create an 

opportunity to identify differences between motivational intentions and actual behaviour and some 

of the influential factors. It is worth mentioning that the identification of behaviour is based on the 

respondent statements. By reference to the interviews, I have tried to create an understanding of 

their actual behaviour, and it could be argued that additional observation studies could balance these 

findings.         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
5 Behaviour – the things a person does (Longman, Dictionary of Contemporary English, 2003) 
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Section 3: The socio-cultural context 
 

 

Consumer behaviour in relation to sustainable fashion consumption cannot, in my opinion, be fully 

understood without considering the cultural and societal context.  

The purpose of the following section is to place the thesis in a broader socio-cultural context. I want 

to address how the idea of consumer behaviour has changed in line with cultural and societal 

developments. The purpose is to create an understanding of the surrounding world in which the 

respondents exist, as this will affect their perception of social phenomena and thereby the research 

results. My phenomenological view, section 2.3, supports this conviction when stating that meaning 

construction is not solely situation bound, but also affected by prior experiences in the presence of a 

cultural and societal context. Also, considering societal and cultural aspects finds support in my 

hermeneutical approach, section 2.3.4, because the interpretation of my data alternate between the 

parts and the entity – the respondents and their behaviour given the socio-cultural context.   

 

Our culture functions as a lens through which we, among other things, view products together with 

the meaning we attach the consumption of products (Solomon et al., 2010). Trying to create an 

understanding of the surroundings is thereby important when dealing with consumer behaviour 

because of its effect on product choices.     

Culture is a complex phenomenon comprised of several different components. According to 

Solomon et al. (2010), “Culture is basically this interpretation system which we use to understand 

all those daily or extraordinarily signifying practices around us.” (ibid.: 507). It could be argued 

then that culture is at the heart of society and a general agreement seem to exist, promoting that 

culture influence human behaviour and vice versa. According to McCracken (1986) the influence of 

culture on products finds expression in the sense that cultural meanings of societies are transferred 

to consumer goods and on to the individual consumer. One could argue that the individual 

consumer also transfer meaning to their goods and through here affects the surrounding culture. 

 

Our contemporary society has undergone a significant development from traditional society on to 

modern society and on to postmodern society. The following focuses on modern and postmodern 

paradigms because it is possible to detect traces from the modern period even though the 
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postmodern idea is considered predominant. I therefore consider these two to be appreciable for 

understanding consumers and their behaviour.  

 

I will mainly draw on Stephen Brown in section 3.1. When focusing on consumer behaviour in the 

modern period references will be made to Karin Ekström. In section 3.2 and 3.2.1 Fuat Firat & 

Alladi Venkatesh together with Bernard Cova form the basis of understanding. All mentioned 

theorists are professors of marketing and thereby found to be valid sources in the establishment of 

societal tendencies.      

 

3.1 The modern period   

Modernity is used to describe a society engaged in a new way of thinking, which separates it from 

the traditional period (Brown, 1993). The modernistic movement is considered to be a reaction to 

the traditional peasant society focusing on religion and family. The industrialisation brought about 

urbanisation and the small local communities minimised. During this period, a new view of the 

world was established on the basis of science. This changed the pivotal role earlier occupied by 

God, and the traditional religious picture of the world was rejected. Scientific and technological 

development was thought of as the driving force in a growing, societal progress and for the 

universal emancipation of humanity (ibid.). This development, from traditional to modern society, 

created a population with scattered and undefined identities because they could no longer rely on 

heritage, tradition and religion. In order to cope with these challenges people turned to authoritative 

institutions in the establishment of common narratives. Science and government were attached great 

importance and metanarratives characterised the creation of reality (Firat & Dholakia, 1998). This 

indicates that reality was perceived as autonomous and independent of human action and 

recognition of it, embracing absolute truth. In this period, humans and their knowledge became 

central and the existence of objective and observable realities was accepted (Brown, 1993).  

 

3.1.1 The modernist perspective on consumer behaviour  

In the modern period consumers were understood as making decisions based on exhaustive 

information and expected to behave in a rational, predictable manner. Consumers were thereby 

understood as a passive and rational group, which made it easier to predict behaviour (Ekström, 

2010). They were believed to have clearly defined needs and consistent identities which made them 
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possible to categorise as explicable and predictable. According to a modernistic perspective, 

consumers assumed a passive role. In this modern era it became the pragmatic function of products 

which was considered to be of importance. Furthermore, a tendency existed to focus on pre-

purchase and purchase behaviour ignoring other aspects of consumption rituals
6
 (Ekström, 2010). 

 

3.2 The postmodern period         

The postmodern movement was a break from the modern society’s functional and rational way of 

thinking (Firat & Venkatesh, 1994). It can prove difficult to identify when the shift from modern to 

postmodern society took place, and it is generally agreed that the postmodern view is a further 

development of the modern idea. Postmodernism dissociates from the conviction of one valid 

reality and challenges the notion of knowledge. Reality exists only when recognised by individuals 

while simultaneously our perception for example is influenced by our surroundings and social 

relations (ibid.). People in the postmodern society are not regarded as passive observers, but engage 

in the construction of reality.           

What characterises the postmodern era is the recognition of a hyper-reality indicating a focus on a 

reality composed of images, illusions or simulations (Cova, 1996). In this way, the postmodern 

human seeks to control own life and no longer conform to general narratives formulated by 

institutions. According to the postmodern perspective, no universal truth exists and the notion of a 

chaotic world is recognised. Opinions in this period are changing, knowledge is limited and 

generalisations are considered inadequate. This perspective thereby also dissociates from the 

recognition of one observable reality and embraces the existence of many truths (ibid). 

 

3.2.1 A postmodern perspective on consumer behaviour 

The postmodern comprehension emphasises that consumers often cannot be characterised as 

rational and embraces the social, complex and sometimes unpredictable and irrational nature of 

consumer behaviour (Firat & Venkatesh, 1994). Following the postmodern perspective, 

consumption of products is highly influenced by the symbolic meaning they carry and the pragmatic 

function is taken for granted (Cova, 1996). In consumption situations products are used as a 

presentation of self, based on the symbolic value they carry. 

                                                
6 Desiring, preparing a purchase, purchasing, owning, using, maintaining, repairing, disposing, recycling etc. (Ekström, 

2010: 32) 
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Creating self-stating images is considered a favourable goal, and a tendency of consumers taking a 

shift away from following the ones being imposed by the marketing system exists. In this sense, 

consumers seem to reject normalisation. They create consumption experiences themselves and 

thereby use products in coherence with own convictions. Thus, the meaning of products are created 

by the individual consumer through own everyday life experiences (ibid.).   

Contemporary culture is often referred to as a consumer culture, and consumption has occupied an 

important position when defining what characterises a culture. According to Else Skjold, researcher 

at CBS and Kolding Design School, we have created a culture where our consumption patterns have 

been characterised by overconsumption and an expectation of consuming and buying 

(“Bæredygtighed er blevet hipt i modebranchen”, 2011, 5. august). Following Else Skjold we feel 

incomplete if not able to buy the latest fashion. This indicates that products today are of 

considerable significance and comprise symbolic meaning going beyond their utilitarian function. 

The postmodern human uses consumption as a tool in the realisation of personality, identity and 

social life. Through here consumers are able to create and preserve their existence and diversity. 

This indicates that consumers believe that they are able to unify their identity by choosing or 

rejecting specific products, because of their symbolic meaning (Cova, 1996).      

 

3.3 The sustainable movement  

In the last decades, products available to consumers have experienced a significant increase, and 

several options compete for our attention. As a result it has become a challenge differentiating from 

one another based on objective, tangible assets and a demand of providing consumers a symbolic 

increased value. This general agreement finds expression in the acceptance of consumption being 

highly symbolic and supportive of people’s self-expression, which is indicated above and further 

facilitates the understanding of today’s consumption (Sirgy, 1982). Products are thereby expected to 

provide consumers with more than just their obvious functions.  

 

In our contemporary consumption era a tendency to be more environmental and societal conscious 

gains ground. Sustainable consumption is not a new concept in Denmark, but has been on the 

agenda for the last 15 years (“Grøn Efterspørgsel”, 2012, 20. januar).  What has become distinctive 

though, is the increased focus on environmental and social responsibility seen from a consumer 

perspective (“Bæredygtighed er blevet hipt i modebranchen”, 2011, 5. august.). Even though the 

latest economic crisis has created more price-sensitive consumers focus seems to have shifted from 
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look good products to feel good products. The number of consumers demanding ethical conducted 

products has grown and more companies experience this tendency (“Den moderne forbruger som 

udfordring”, 2013, 25. februar). However, it seems to be possible identifying a gap between 

people’s motivational intentions in connection with expressed environmental and societal concern 

and their actual behaviour, especially within some product categories.    

 

3.4 Sustainable fashion consumption 

Even though we experience an increase in sustainable consumption, it seems this tendency struggles 

when it comes to fashion. No single definition of what qualifies as sustainable fashion consumption 

exists. However, I follow the definition put forth by Jonas Eder-Hansen, Development Director at 

Danish Fashion Institute, who proposes that sustainable fashion consumption comprise, “the use of 

clothing for purposes beyond utilitarian needs, including “identity making”, which is achieved 

without jeopardizing the ability for future generations to meet their needs.” (Eder-Hansen, 2012: 

12) The fashion industry is one of the largest industries in the world and also one of the most 

polluting (“Copenhagen Fashion Summit”, 2012). This industry produces use and throw-away 

products which lead to mass production in order to keep up with demand. Furthermore, the journey 

of clothes from raw material to finished product and its final destination is long and include, among 

other things, the use of chemicals and huge amounts of water waste.  

However, lately an increased focus on both social and environmental consequences caused by the 

production of clothes has become reality and fashionable alternatives are on the agenda. The 

fashion industry seems to strive for improved working conditions
7
 and the use of alternative raw 

materials without compromising design and look. And, according to the industry sustainable clothes 

has become much more fashionable and trendy than before (“Bæredygtighed er blevet hipt I 

modebranchen”, 2011, 5. august).  

It is worth considering though that fashion consumption entails the use of clothes for purposes 

beyond utilitarian needs providing hedonistic value to consumers, section 2.4.1.1. Consumers’ 

perception of sustainable fashion is therefore worth considering when focusing on sustainable 

fashion consumption. However, other factors, both internal and external, are of influential 

significance as well, figure 3.       

 

                                                
7 The unfortunate disaster at a textile factory in Bangladesh April 2013 has resulted in a framework agreement securing 

improved conditions.   
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3.5 Labels and labelling 

The following will concentrate on creating an understanding of labels and labelling. My theoretical 

background for understanding sustainable labels and their use is based on research conducted within 

other product categories than fashion.  

I will draw on studies conducted by Thøgersen, Pernille Haugaard & Anja Olesen together with 

Mario F. Teisel, Jonathan Rubin & Caroline L. Noblet and Katharina Sammer & Rolf 

Würstenhagen, who identify different criteria when it comes to the effect of labelling. I will use 

these to create common ground and weigh these against my empirical data in section 4. 

 

Labels perform a variety of functions which all tell something about the product on which they are 

attached. The use of labels may help products differentiate from similar alternatives by highlighting 

unique characteristics. Labels can thereby function as a guiding point for consumers when searching 

for the most appropriate alternative when it comes to satisfying a need. In marketing, labels can be 

used as a means of differentiation from similar competing alternatives. Labels have the opportunity 

of providing “on the spot” information, highlighting the attributes associated with the product 

(Armstrong & Kotler, 2006).     

Labels are well known in several industries and used as a communicator of product attributes. They 

succeed in transforming credence attributes, intangible assets, to search attributes making it possible 

for consumers to identify product characteristics prior to purchase (Sammer & Rolf, 2006). 

Consumers’ behaviour also seems to be affected by these labels in different buying decisions 

depending on the product category. Labels on sustainable products are granted if these fulfil 

specific sustainable demands, which creates the opportunity for consumers to identify sustainable 

alternatives from non-sustainable ones. Labels used as communicators of sustainability are 

especially prevalent within some products categories – a tendency which seems to be more and 

more widely adopted. Food, cosmetics and white goods are examples of product categories in which 

labels communicating sustainability are highly used. A study conducted by Winward et al. (1998) 

indicates that the European Energy Label on white goods is used and understood by consumers. The 

study concludes that about a third of European consumers are influenced by this label when 

purchasing cold appliances (Sammer & Rolf, 2006). Within the fashion industry using labels as a 

communicator of sustainability is not as widely used. However, it seems that the industry slowly is 

trying to adopt labelling as a communication strategy for sustainable alternatives.        
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Section 4: Analysis 
  

 

An increased awareness of how our lifestyle is affecting the environment and human beings around 

the world influences many consumers and their consumption intentions. However, according to 

consumer research it seems that consumers’ concern is not necessarily translated into action and 

sustainable behaviour is often neglected. The following analysis seeks to provide an explanation of 

why even motivated consumers may fall short when it comes to sustainable behaviour because of 

internal and/or external barriers. Following this notion, our motivational intention to behave in a 

certain way may not always result in the intended action because of influential factors. This means 

that even though motivation is an indispensable factor when it comes to behaviour it is not arbitrary, 

and other factors are worthy considering as well (Thøgersen, 2010).         

The following section concentrates on the analysis of the primary empirical data. The analysis is 

sectionalised in four main themes categorised by The MOAB model and thereby consists of four 

main components: motivation, opportunity, ability and behaviour. Theory and secondary literature 

will be applied to help explain and understand my findings.  

I have thematized my findings from the interviews in accordance with the four main components 

mentioned above. Even though some of my findings overlap between the different categories, I 

have chosen to make as clear a distinction as possible to create clarity. 

In appendix 3 I have illustrated how some of the identified themes are connected and mutually 

affect each other by the use of arrows.  

 

The analysis focuses on understanding the behaviour of my respondents when it comes to labels on 

sustainable fashion. In order to create the best opportunity to understand the respondents and their 

use or non-use of labels on such goods I consider it appropriately to establish knowledge of both 

internal and external elements influencing their behaviour.  

In the analysis I have chosen to make a distinction between the respondents’ perception of 

sustainable fashion clothes in general followed by a more narrow focus on the labels attached these 

clothes. I find it necessary to establish a more general understanding in order to be able to conclude 

on a more specific level later on. Creating understanding of the respondents’ relations with 

sustainable fashion in general will help clarify what the labels mean to them and why they might 
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use them or not in their buying decisions. In the following analysis I will therefore present my 

results in this order.  

      

4.1 Motivation  

This section concentrates on creating an understanding of the motivational intentions felt by 

consumers leading to specific behaviours. The section will be divided in Attitude and the Self as 

presented in section 2.4.1.1.     

 

Attitude 

Sustainable clothes  

The following will concentrate on getting an understanding of how the respondents perceive 

sustainable clothes and the labels attached. This was a focus of interest for the respondents 

throughout the interviews while also being presented as a motivational subcategory by Thøgersen 

(2010). An understanding of my respondents’ attitudes may work as guidance when trying to 

understand motivation and thereby explain behaviour. It therefore becomes worth considering the 

respondents’ attitudes in connection with sustainability in the fashion industry because of how this 

could be an influential factor when it comes to sustainable fashion consumption. 

 

The section will be arranged in accordance with the respondents’ statements and their attitudes 

toward respectively sustainable fashion as a concept, their attitudes toward the actual sustainable 

clothes and finally, the labels attached. In the analysis of the interviews I identified a noticeable gap 

between these factors and I therefore believe it will be appropriate to make a distinction between 

them in the handling of data. Acknowledging this gap will help create a deeper understanding of the 

respondents’ motivational intentions and thereby their behaviour. I also find these differences to be 

of interest in the following discussion, section 5.  

 

Most of my respondents seem to be in sympathy with the idea of sustainable fashion. When asked 

about their perception of sustainable fashion as a concept one of the respondents expresses the 

following:  

 

 “Jamen, det lyder da vældig fornuftigt.” (Interview 5) 
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The respondent seems to be in favour of the thought of sustainable fashion, which is followed by 

more of them:  

  

“Ja, jeg synes, det er et rigtig, rigtig godt koncept, når tingene er lavet ordentligt, helt 

sikkert.” (Interview 4) 

 

And finally, according to this respondent sustainable fashion is a principal factor:  

 

“Jeg kan slet ikke forstå, at der eksisterer andet. (…) Så min holdning er selvfølgelig, 

der ikke burde eksistere andet” (Interview 1) 

 

As indicated by the quotations more of the respondents find the idea of sustainable fashion to be 

appealing. Most of them indicate that they support sustainable fashion and find it to be an important 

concept. 

However, one of them raises a question concerning the basic idea behind sustainable fashion when 

asked about her attitude toward the subject at hand. She expresses difficulties understanding how 

something rather unnecessary, like fashion, can be characterised as sustainable: 

 

“Ja altså, der synes jeg bare så tit at der er en, hvad skal man sige, et paradoks eller 

en ulighed på en eller anden måde imellem mode og så det bæredygtige.” (Interview 

2)  

 

This indicates that the respondent finds it difficult to relate to the very basic principles that 

constitute sustainable fashion. She is, however, positive minded about the idea of sustainable 

clothes if possible and she also claims to avoid very cheap items and a willingness to pay more for 

so-called sustainable ones. It could be argued then, that the idea of sustainable clothes also, on some 

level, appeal to her. This paradoxical aspect, presented by the respondent, is supported by Niinimäki 

(2010) identifying the problem of fulfilling consumer needs while observing environmental and 

societal demands and will be further elaborated in the discussion, section 5. 

 

Beard (2008) points to the fact that increased environmental concern and social responsibility felt 

by consumers, both in general and when it comes to the production and consumption of fashion, 
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could indicate a rise in sustainable behaviour. It is therefore possible to argue that the respondents’ 

positive perception of sustainable fashion as a concept could result in sustainable fashion 

consumption. According to Beard (ibid.) it is reasonable to believe that attitudes toward objects, 

behaviours etc. might result in acts in agreement with these attitudes.  

 

In connection with available sustainable fashion the respondents’ perception seems to differ from 

their attitudes toward the idea of these items. The following quotations illustrate this gap between 

the concept and the actual clothes.     

In connection with sustainable clothes the respondents communicate quite clear attitudes: 

 

“Jeg synes det bliver meget fodformet
8
 (…)” (Interview 1) 

 

In the same vein, this respondent expresses the following comparison:  

 

  “Med lidt klidmoster
9
.” (Interview 2) 

 

This conviction also becomes evident in the next quotation where the respondent imagines 

sustainable clothes to be unflattering:  

 

“Jamen så får jeg et billede af tøjet, ikke nødvendigvis har et flot snit og form.” 

(Interview 4)    

 

Even though this may not be the proper representation of sustainable clothes it illustrates the 

respondents’ perceptions which are true to them.  

 

The next respondent also follows the notion about sustainable clothes being unfashionable and 

indicates that her perception is based on imagination instead of facts. More of the respondents state 

that they have not come upon sustainable fashion even though they express distinct attitudes toward 

it:  

 

                                                
8 Based on my interpretation of the interview I believe the respondent refers to unfashionable by using this description.   
9 Used derogatory to describe sustainable fashion.   
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“Altså, man kan jo tænke lidt lilla bomuld, ik’? Altså, man kan tænke, at i en eller 

anden hellig helsekostforretning, der hænger der nogle skjorter af en eller anden art, 

som er sådan meget indisk bomuld arrangeret, og så er det bæredygtigt.” (Interview 

5) 

  

Above agrees with the conception that the evaluation of products is commonly determined by 

consumers’ expectations or beliefs. Further, the respondents are also affected by their pre-

understanding and earlier experiences when it comes to attitude formation towards sustainable 

fashion which again affects their behaviour (Ajzen, 2008). In this situation, the encounter with other 

sustainable objects may affect their attitudes toward the clothes. The same respondent does not 

believe the design and look of sustainable clothes to be comparable with other fashion items and 

expresses disappointment: 

 

 “Det har jeg på fornemmelsen, det ikke er, og det er jo trist.” (Interview 5) 

 

In this situation, she bases her perception of the clothes on imagination because she also in the 

interview expresses being unfamiliar with sustainable fashion. This helps illustrate, how beliefs 

about the clothes and prior experiences are central in the formation of attitudes. Earlier, sustainable 

fashion did not measure up to other high fashion and was considered boring and hippie-like. Even 

though sustainable alternatives today are comparable to other fashion, it seems that the industry 

struggles to change that image (“Hippe designere er med”, 2008, 12. januar). However, this 

progress has no effect if not recognised by consumers. Ajzen (2008) claims that our beliefs are 

subjective and may be true or false, biased or unbiased and they constitute the foundation on which 

our attitudes are built. In that sense, our beliefs about and thereby attitudes toward various objects 

are not necessarily the result of a logical process of reasoning, but often highly affected by our 

emotions or desires (ibid.). It is of little significance if the respondents’ opinions illustrate the real 

representation of sustainable clothes. In attitude formation it is the respondents’ perception that 

becomes influential and through here affects behaviour (Scholderer, 2010). 

 

According to Katz (1960) attitudes should be understood relative to the functions they serve for us. 

He arranges attitudes in four categories; utilitarian function, value expressive function, ego-

defensive function and knowledge function. Following this approach to attitudes they are understood 
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to facilitate social behaviour. In this sense, attitudes are determined by our motives and even though 

it is possible for an attitude to serve more than one function, we often will experience a particular 

one as dominating. In connection with this thesis it will be relevant to focus on the value-expressive 

function when focusing on the respondents’ perception of sustainable fashion. Following this notion 

an attitude helps express people’s self-concept or central values (ibid.). The respondents provide 

positive held attitudes when asked about sustainable fashion as a concept. This indicates that they 

perceive themselves to be conscious, responsible consumers – an image that influences their attitude 

formation. When shopping for products like groceries, cosmetics and other textiles than clothes 

more of them also claim to buy sustainable, see section 4.7. In these situations they hold positive 

attitudes toward products in the sustainable category and not just the idea of them. Buying these 

products help the respondents express their value priorities and provide a picture of who they are. 

Later in this section the analysis focuses on the functions performed by clothes beyond utilitarian 

assets. It seems to be the case that the respondents are highly influenced by their self-concept when 

shopping for this specific item. In these situations the product’s objective benefits become 

inconspicuous and the symbolic value dominates. The formation of an attitude in this situation will 

thereby be influenced because of what the product possibly will say about a person. This 

understanding could help explain the respondents’ unfavourable attitudes toward sustainable clothes 

because they may not regard its appearance to be comparable to their perception of self. This view 

will be elaborated later in the analysis.    

 

When trying to understand the respondents’ attitudes toward the actual sustainable clothes it will 

also be relevant to mention multi-attribute models. According to these, objects are perceived to hold 

attributes towards which people’s beliefs are directed and attitudes thereby formed. A well-known 

multi-attribute model was presented by Fishbein (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977) and follows the notion 

that we base our attitude toward an object on subjective values and the evaluation of the attributes 

associated with the object together with the strength of these associations. They propose that our 

attitudes toward an object are determined by our beliefs about that object which supports my 

findings from the empirical data.  

Even though the respondents seem to agree that the idea of sustainable clothes is a valuable 

concept, they all hold somewhat negative attitudes toward the design and look – attributes which 

according to the respondents are of significant importance when shopping for clothes. They identify 
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the attributes of clothes to be factors like design, look, quality and price. In their prioritisations they 

mention: 

 

“Jamen det er jo nok faktisk, hvordan det ser ud. Altså, jeg kan godt lide, hvis det er 

lækre materialer og god kvalitet, og så er det jo sådan, ja altså, udtrykket af det, 

hvordan det ser ud.” (Interview 3)   

 

Another respondent also identifies the attributes important to her when shopping for clothes: 

 

 “Mange gange er pris vigtigt, eller pris i forhold til kvalitet (…).” (Interview 2) 

 

The respondents’ evaluation of the perceived attributes associated with sustainable fashion is not 

comparable with their vision of non-sustainable fashion. Even though the sustainability of clothes 

may also be regarded as a considerable attribute it is overruled by the emphasis of other attributes. It 

is possible to argue that even if the respondents do not have exhaustive knowledge of the products’ 

attributes they still succeed in creating attitudes derived from their imagination.  

Based on the general agreement of the effect of attitudes on behaviour it is reasonable to believe 

that positive attitudes toward an object often will lead to an increased motivation to acquire this 

specific object. Accordingly, it could be argued that negative held attitudes might result in negative 

motivation and thereby behavioural abstention. This understanding of attitudes can work as 

guidance when trying to explain the underlying motives guiding behaviour.  

Even though the respondents express positive attitudes toward the sustainable fashion concept it 

seems that they find it difficult to act up to their own expectations (Beard, 2008). This could be 

explained by the notion that the respondents’ negatively charged attitudes toward actual sustainable 

clothes are of greater influence when it comes to behaviour, even though they support the idea of 

sustainability within this industry.  

 

This inconsistency between opinions is possible to excuse. According to one of the respondents 

people may alternate their beliefs to create coherence and claims that we ourselves choose what to 

believe:  

 

 “(…) så kan man jo vælge at tro på det, man synes om.” (Interview 5) 
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Even though the respondent may say this with a glint in the eye there is some truth in her claim. 

According to Thøgersen (2004), a need for consistency is supported by theory of cognitive 

dissonance proposing that people seek to create consistency between beliefs, attitudes and 

behaviour. Inconsistencies between the elements presented are believed to create uncomfortable 

frames of mind, making it attractive to avoid these. People therefore often experience a motivational 

drive to create harmony. Bearing this in mind gives food for thought that attitudes in many cases 

serve a variety of personal needs and are adjusted to fit in with other of our convictions.  

It is, however, possible to excuse aroused inconsistencies. Following the notion of dissonance 

theory this is achieved when using a dissonance reduction strategy (Scholderer, 2010). This implies 

that additional elements will be of influence when considering behaviour and the possibility of 

coping with these inconsistencies.  

Research also documents that people do not experience cognitive dissonance if inconsistencies are 

considered to be a result of external conditions (Thøgersen, 2004). In section 4.5 I will present 

results concerning external conditions considered influential on the respondents’ behaviour. These 

results indicate that the respondents to some degree explain and excuse their actions as a result of 

external conditions outside their control. Similarly, people tend to perceive specific behaviour with 

regard to a super-ordinate goal and deviant behaviour can be subjectively legitimised if not 

comparable with that goal (ibid.). Later in this section, I will concentrate on illustrating such 

internal determiners and their influence on sustainable fashion consumption. 

Furthermore, people’s perception of a specific behaviour is worth considering because they will 

experience little or no inconsistency if the behaviour is not believed to be morally important. In this 

connection, the respondents express that their unfamiliarity with the consequences of fashion 

production makes it difficult to comprehend the necessity of behaving in accordance with 

sustainable demands. The respondents’ knowledge of sustainable fashion and the labels attached 

will be elaborated in section 4.3. 

Finally, it is possible to excuse lack of action by means of other considerate behaviour. Section 4.7 

will provide an insight into the actual behaviour of the respondents and how sustainable actions in 

some situations make it possible to accept non-sustainable behaviour in others. 

Above indicates how the categories of the MOAB model are interconnected and cannot be fully 

understood individually.      

It is worth mentioning though, that even if cognitive dissonance is experienced as an unpleasant 

state, the possible sacrifices needed to maintain environmentally and societal responsible behaviour 
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can easily be more challenging for our perception of well-being (Thøgersen, 2004). Following this 

notion, it could be expected that the respondents either make use of other means trying to resolve 

dissonance or simply accept it because of their perception of the alternative being of even greater 

negative character. It here becomes relevant to comment on the notion of approach-avoidance 

conflicts, identified in section 2.4.1.1. The respondents who perceive themselves as environmentally 

and societal conscious are faced with a compromise when choosing non-sustainable fashion because 

of the negative consequences associated with these products. On the other hand, they find excuses 

in other influential factors as identified above.      

 

Label attitude 

The following will focus on the respondents’ attitudes toward labels on sustainable fashion clothes.  

 

More of the respondents express ambivalent attitudes toward labels in general and a feeling of 

confusion: 

  

“Jeg er meget ambivalent i forhold til labels fordi, som du også kunne se, da du viste 

mig en masse labels, jeg er sådan “ah, det har jeg set før, det har jeg faktisk set 

mange gange det der Ø, EU-miljømærket” og ved alligevel ikke hvad det dækker 

over.” (Interview 1) 

 

She continues by explaining why she feels this ambivalence towards labels used as communicator 

for sustainable goods:  

 

“Labels kan være rigtig forvirrende, og det kan skabe en eller anden falsk… (…).” 

(Interview 1)  

 

The respondent finds that labels often are confusing and sometimes result in creating fake promises 

to consumers. Another respondent follows this perception of labels when it comes to sustainable 

fashion and claims that she would have difficulties understanding them: 

 

“(…) men jeg ville også være, jeg tror også, jeg ville være skeptisk, jeg ville have 

svært ved at gennemskue det.” (Interview 3)  
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In the same notion, the respondents find it difficult to navigate around the many different labels and 

one of them considers it to be a forest, (Interview 1). According to section 3.5, labels are used as a 

guideline and a validity stamp facilitating the identification of sustainable alternatives. This 

conviction is not followed by the respondents in relation to fashion.  

Other label attitudes are also presented by one of the respondents. When talking to her, she 

expresses confidence in labels and a positive attitude: 

 

“Jeg går bare ud fra, når der er et label på, og der står noget om økologi, at det er 

godt så.” (Interview 4) 

 

However, in the continuation of the interview the respondent begins to question these labels. She 

reflects on her perception of them illustrating how truth is negotiated and recreated in the social 

interaction between people as mentioned in section 2.1. 

 

There seems to be agreement between most of the respondents that labels are considered difficult to 

comprehend and sometimes trust. One of the respondents, though, expresses a somewhat different 

attitude towards labels claiming never to spend time on these and is therefore indifferent: 

 

“Jamen hvis jeg har en hold… jeg ved sgu ikke, om jeg har en holdning til det? Det 

må de da gerne putte på, men det ville ikke genere mig, hvis de ikke var der, fordi jeg 

ser vitterlig ikke, hvad der står på dem.” (Interview 2)    

 

Even though she states not being aware of labels she also finds some of them to be trustworthy if 

the sender is considered an authority. However, she does not consider them to be a vital determiner 

in her buying decisions. To her, labels will thereby not be considered an influential element and it 

does not seem that she is open to changing this perception. She is not aware of sustainable labels on 

other products either.  

 

More of the other respondents, however, claim that sustainable labels are considered in various 

consumption situations even if this tendency is not translated to labels on sustainable clothes. The 

following quotation indicates how the respondent questions if fashion items with sustainable labels 

really are sustainable:  
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“(…) jeg synes, jeg føler mig sådan lidt “argh, kan det nu også passe, er det nu 

bæredygtigt, når de skriver det?” Altså, jeg kan godt have sådan lidt svært ved at 

stole på det.” (Interview 3) 

 

Even though this same respondent relies on sustainable labels in other consumption situations she 

questions the credibility of the ones within the fashion industry and thereby projects negative 

charged attitudes. Most of them follow this feeling of doubt when coming across labels on 

sustainable fashion.  

 

The respondents seem to have somewhat different attitudes toward labels used in other product 

categories, however. One of them, when talking about labels on sustainable food, suggests that they 

to some extend are used for their signalling value: 

 

“(…) jeg skal ikke sige mig blind for, at der også er lidt signalværdi. For når du har 

mødregruppen til kaffe, om du så stiller økologisk mælk på bordet eller den billige, det 

tror jeg faktisk der er noget signalværdi i.” (Interview 5)    

   

As mentioned above, attitudes perform different functions based on their purpose. In this situation, 

the respondent believes that labels attached food perform the function of expressing people’s 

perception of self. In this connection, it is therefore also here relevant to mention the value-

expressive function (Katz, 1960). On products like food, the label indicating sustainability is visible 

and can thereby be used as a statement of self. In this connection, labels will be of considerable 

importance when it comes to behaviour and the attitudes held affected by underlying motives. As 

indicated by the quotation above, the respondent’s attitude performs a function through which she 

succeeds in expressing her values and perception of self (Katz, 1960). This need for image creation 

is supported by the postmodern way of thinking, section 3.2. Visible labels thereby possess the 

opportunity of creating illusions which organise reality.  

 

Another factor influencing the respondents’ attitudes toward labels is their perception of how the 

products on which labels are attached provide either pleasure or pain.  

In connection with food, more of the respondents consider sustainable options to be significantly 

healthier:   
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“Det er jo lidt den, der styrer det. Hvis der sidder et rødt Ø, så er det den jeg skal 

have. Jeg tænker slet ikke over kvalitet, jeg tænker ikke over noget som helst andet.” 

(Interview 1) 

 

Based on my interpretation of the rest of the interview I believe that this respondent considers ”det 

røde Ø” an essential factor when shopping for groceries. She is concerned about own health and 

perceives labelled food a healthier choice. It therefore becomes relevant also to emphasise the 

utilitarian function of attitudes. The following quotation indicates how the respondents perceive 

label-free products to be more health, environmental and societal damaging:  

 

“Jamen, det er fordi, jeg synes, vi skal passe på vores jord, og det er sådan, vi skal 

tænke os om og behandle jorden og miljøet ordenligt og de folk, altså hinanden, og de 

folk der arbejder på de fabrikker, de skal ikke arbejde under de vilkår og sådan.” 

(Interview 3) 

 

Labels provide the opportunity identifying conscious products. Their attitudes toward labels are, in 

this way, affected by their perception of whether they provide pleasure or pain which characterises 

the utilitarian function (Katz, 1960). Even though the notion of this function is directed at tangible 

objects it could be argued that the label functions as an indicator of what to expect of the product 

and thereby of influential significance for attitudes. 

 

Another aspect worth considering is how the respondents’ attitudes are affected by the sender of the 

label and the recognisability: 

 

 “Jeg stoler på de større, mere synlige labels.” (Interview 1)        

 

This conviction is followed by more of the respondents and it seems that a label established by the 

government could result in increased trust. When asked about “det røde Ø” one of the respondents 

makes this statement:   

 

“Det har jeg nok faktisk været rimelig ukritisk over for. Der har jeg bare tænkt ”nå, 

det er sikkert godt”.” (Interview 3)  
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When it comes to this specific label most respondents hold positive attitudes and use this as an 

indicator of quality and security:  

 

 “Det er et af dem, jeg har størst tillid til.” (Interview 1)   

 

Furthermore, all of the respondents recognised “det røde Ø” when doing the exercise in the 

beginning of the interviews, even though they also admitted being doubtful of what it exactly means 

when products carry it.  

According to Teisl et al. (2008) the information source may influence perceived credibility together 

with discrepancy between the information and a consumer’s prior attitude toward the product.  

   

The Self  

The following section concentrates on getting an understanding of the functions of clothes, 

sustainable clothes and the labels attached sustainable clothes. These components will also 

constitute the structure of the section.    

 

The function of clothes 

An aspect, that seems to be of significant importance when talking to the respondents, is how they 

attach deeper meanings to clothes beyond its pragmatic function: 

 

“Jeg bruger det nok som sådan en måde at kommunikere, hvem jeg selv, synes jeg er.” 

(interview 3) 

 

Another respondent puts it this way: 

  

“Så for mig har det da også noget at gøre med, at det er et signal om, hvem jeg er.” 

(Interview 5) 

 

Further, the quotation below indicates that yet another respondent also uses clothes as a way of self-

expression:  

  

 “Det tror jeg altid, det har på en eller anden måde.” (Interview 4) 
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This perception of the function of clothes is further supported by the next statement, which also 

emphasises that all clothes, even basics, are of significant importance:  

 

“Det tror jeg sgu, det har, altså, selvom det tit bliver sorte slacks fra 

Hennes&Mauritz, altså, så har det jo betydning. ” (Interview 5)  

 

The above quotations illustrate how clothes are used for more than just the pragmatic function. This 

indicates that clothes carry additional value and are used to support the respondents’ self-image. 

They all state that clothes have a symbolic meaning that is considered to be of great importance for 

their choices within this product category. Clothes are thereby considered a valuable self-stating 

instrument when focusing on how my respondents perceive themselves.     

Because of the respondents’ emphasis on this function of clothes it becomes relevant to apply 

theories about the connection between consumption and people’s self-concept. According to these a 

tendency exists to choose products that either harmonise with or boost our real or ideal self. Our 

real self refers to who we actually are while the ideal self denotes who we want to be (Sirgy, 1982). 

Our products are thereby used as supportive of and/or cooperative in the creation of our self-

concepts. This implies that we often use products for their symbolic value as well as, and in some 

cases more, than for their pragmatic use, in compliance with our perception of our real or ideal self. 

The use of products for more than their pragmatic function is supported in section 3.2. 

   

In the same sense, one of the respondents also expresses a desire to use the look and style of her 

clothes in some unspoken attempt to show others who she is:    

 

 “Ja, det er også over for andre, det er klart.” (Interview 1) 

 

Following the thought of this respondent might indicate that our consumption of clothes also is used 

as a visual communicator with the surrounding world without engaging in further interact ion. This 

is supported by theories about people’s self-concept which also states that our possessions function 

as an instrument through which we choose how to present ourselves. Based on the findings from the 

empirical data it could therefore be argued that a social self should be included, which is consistent 

with the understanding of self-concepts put forth by Sirgy (1982).      



 

45 

 

Our consumption patterns are, thereby, to a large extent, affected by our selves, real, ideal and 

social, and it could be argued that the consumption of products are highly used because of the 

underlying meanings attached these products. 

The data points at the importance to acknowledge the function of clothes which goes beyond the 

pragmatic use and is supported by theory. In this sense, we actively seek out clothes which we 

believe are comparable with or capable of boosting either one of our selves. On the other hand, 

however, one of the respondents also points to the fact that the meaning carried by the clothes might 

also be passed on to her:  

 

“(…) jeg tænker, “det ser godt ud til business”, eller “denne her kan jeg bruge i 

byen”, eller ja, ja.” (Interview 1) 

 

In this aspect the expression of the clothes is used by the respondent to create an image of who she 

is in different situations. This indicates that clothes do not just function as a supportive instrument, 

but also as a creator of self. Clothes can thereby be used to alternate the respondents’ self-concepts 

depending on the situation and, to some degree, shape who they are. This will enhance the 

possibility of creating the best fit with different situations:  

 

“Man kan sige, man kan udtrykke meget mere. Skal jeg i byen, så prøver jeg at 

udtrykke noget andet, end jeg gør til daglig” (Interview 5)  

 

Following the respondents’ answers, the versatile function of clothes becomes evident. They all 

imply that clothes carry a deeper meaning which goes beyond the basic purpose and becomes vital 

for the respondents’ consumption behaviour.   

 

The above illustrates how clothes are supportive and in some situations creational in connection 

with our self-concept whether it comes to our real, ideal or social self. Following this understanding 

it becomes interesting to take a look at the notion put forth by Belk (1988) that “we are what we 

have” (ibid.: 139). In that sense our possessions are regarded as part of ourselves whether 

knowingly or not, intentionally or not. Following Belk (ibid.) possessions become part of what he 

refers to as our extended self and we tend to impose our identities on these. However, Belk also 

emphasises the importance of our possessions’ identities being imposed on us as expressed by more 
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of the respondents above. Even though this might be the case for several products, it applies more 

for some product categories than for others. In this sense, the extent to which we consider an object 

to be part of ourselves depends on how much we believe we possess or are possessed by this object 

(ibid.). Thus, according to Belk (ibid.) “(…) claiming something is “mine,” we also come to believe 

that the object is “me.”” (ibid.: 141) This connection between our possessions and “us” are 

supported by several studies that emphasise how possessions are regarded to be part of self while 

also functioning as instruments in the development of self (ibid.).  

 

The notion that clothes is used to enhance or support either one of our selves have emerged from 

my empirical data. As expressed by the respondents they believe that clothes can be used as a 

presentation instrument and I perceive a reflection of the real or ideal self to be the underlying goal.  

One of the respondents indicates how clothes provide the opportunity to support and illustrate the 

real her while at other times it may also help to create an image exceeding who she really is:   

 

“Så det er en del af vores udtryk, og det er en del af vores iscenesættelse” (Interview 

5). 

 

By using the word “iscenesættelse” the respondent acknowledges how clothes can be used to create 

or support who she wants to be or at least wants others to believe she is. However, this can only be 

accomplished if we find clothes which we perceive to be carrying the symbolic meaning supporting 

what we want to express. 

Another respondent also follows this notion to some degree: 

 

“(…) ikke selviscenesættende, men sådan forsøge at skrive mig ind i en eller anden 

kontekst. “Jeg er sådan og sådan”, og sådan tror jeg.” (Interview 3) 

 

Even though she neglects describing her use of clothes as a means of “selviscenesættende” she 

acknowledges the significant effect of clothes. In this way, it becomes important for the respondents 

to wear clothes with which they can identify. I therefore find that the respondents choose clothes 

based on what they believe results in a positive outcome and in the same vein, avoid clothes which 

contradict what they wish to portray: 
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“Jeg er ikke sådan en mærkerytter, men jeg køber heller ikke tøj i Bilka og Tøj & 

Sko.” (interview 1) 

 

This is supported by the expectancy theory, section 2.4.1.1, because of the respondents’ prejudiced 

idea of possible outcomes following the acquirement of specific clothes. Above quotation indicates 

that the respondent associates clothes from specific stores with possible negative outcomes – she 

does not believe clothes from such stores to be comparable with her own perception of either one of 

her selves. Another respondent claims that clothes are not necessarily used as a communicator of 

self. However, she still dissociates herself from specific stores which I believe indicates that clothes 

for her also possess a deeper meaning and on a subconscious level are used in her creation and 

establishment of self:  

 

”Men jeg kunne samtidig heller ikke drømme om at vise mig i noget fra Føtex, eller 

meget sjældent i hvert fald ville jeg.” (Interview 2)  

 

Based on my understanding, I see this as an indicator that the respondents associate these kinds of 

shops with negative connotations, which does not agree with either one of their selves or as good 

impressions for social surroundings.  

 

The importance of the connection between the function of clothes and the respondents’ self-

concepts was further supported through their statements about shopping experiences. The 

respondents emphasise how shopping and buying new clothes are an essential ingredient in the 

experience of their well-being and depending on the outcome of a specific shopping situation 

different emotional states arise:  

 

“Jamen, det er sådan ret blandet. Altså, nogen gange kan jeg godt synes, det er lidt… 

kan jeg godt blive i lidt dårligt humør over det, sådan, hvis der i hvert fald ikke lige, 

er den der sådan skat, jeg finder, så kan jeg godt blive sådan lidt deprimeret og sådan 

synes, det hele er lidt hult og dumt. Men hvis der er et eller andet som lige sådan, som 

jeg finder og fanger min interesse, og som oven i købet er billigt eller sådan et eller 

andet, så bliver jeg vildt glad, og så synes jeg, det er dejligt.” (Interview 3)        
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This respondent stresses the importance of finding the ”right” clothes when it comes to her well-

being. If she fails finding “the treasure” she might experience a state of depression. On the other 

hand, she expresses happiness and joy if she finds her shopping to be a success. This indicates that 

happiness might be experienced through our consumption of products if these are found to be in 

conformity with our conception of self. I believe that these significant emotional states support how 

clothes fulfil much more than just its pragmatic function.  

In this manner the respondents come to ascribe great importance to their next purchase because of 

the experienced emotional effects. This is supported by more of the respondents:  

 

”Altså det er jo en jagt et eller andet sted, i håb om at finde et eller andet, der gør en 

glad og lykkelig” (Interview 2) 

 

“Fordi det er en fantastisk tilfredsstillelse” (Interview 5)  

 

The respondents use highly emotionally charged expressions when describing what shopping for 

clothes means to them. They claim that the acquisition of clothes generates emotions important for 

their well-being. This also stresses how our possessions are considered a means to the realisation of 

happiness and thereby a contributor to self.  

 

Furthermore, Belk (1988) is inspired by Jean-Paul Sartre who emphasises that having is an essential 

part of being when trying to understand the link between our possessions and who we are. In this 

connection I find it relevant once again to stress that what we have is a large contributor when 

focusing on people’s self-concepts and thereby supportive of the interconnectedness with being. 

This could help explain that compromising the look and design of fashion can be compared with 

compromising with one’s self-concept.   

The notion of the interconnectedness of having and being supports my findings from the interviews 

because the respondents emphasise the fact that what they wear helps express their selves and 

communicate who they are.  

 

When looking at the findings it is possible to claim that clothes function as satisfactory of 

recognised needs. According to the respondents they buy clothes even if they have several 

functioning items already:  
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“Så det er jo noget tilfredsstillelse af den lyst og det behov, man har bildt sig selv ind, 

man havde” (Interview 2) 

 

If clothes are not bought because it fulfils some kind of utilitarian need some other explanation must 

be sought for. Like the quotation above indicates clothes are not bought because of pure necessity 

which also is supported by this respondent:  

 

“Jeg vil sige, ja altså, en ny sort bluse – altså jeg har 40 andre derhjemme, så jeg ved 

ikke, hvor mange der kan se forskel, men det kan jeg jo” (Interview 5) 

 

What rises from these quotations is the perception that clothes are used to satisfy hedonic needs 

because the respondents’ choices are based on the subjective and experiential outcome, see section 

2.4.1.1. According to the respondents clothes are thereby not used for the basic function in the 

protection of body and could be used to explain the need for more.  

 

Sustainable clothes and the self 

When it comes to sustainable living more of the respondents identify themselves as being 

environmentally and societal conscious and actively search for products that fulfil sustainable 

demands. This respondent is especially conscious when it comes to food and identifies the 

following to be of great importance for her buying decisions: 

 

 “Altså økologi og sådan miljøtænkning” (Interview 3) 

 

The next respondent also expresses how she is affected by her conscious mind when shopping for 

groceries: 

 

“Faktisk 100 % på fødevarer. Jamen altså ikke fordi jeg køber 100 % økologisk, men 

hvis jeg har valget, og det ikke fuldstændigt er dobbeltpriser, jeg har fat i, så ja.” 

(Interview 1) 

 

Another respondent emphasises how a sustainable lifestyle can find expression in behaviour. She 

indicates to be a conscious person by engaging in consumption abstention: 
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“Men det er ikke sådan at mine forbrugsmæssige valg… det er faktisk mere 

forbrugsmæssigt fravalg” (Interview 2)  

 

According to theories mentioned above consumers’ self-image is of considerable influence when it 

comes to behaviour and is said to lead to reflective consumption behaviour. However, following 

this next quotation it is possible to argue that other elements are of greater importance when it 

comes to the respondents’ consumption of clothes: 

 

“Jeg kan ikke se på din bluse, om den er bæredygtig. Jeg kan se, det er en fed farve og 

et lækkert snit, men jeg kan ikke se, om den er bæredygtig, vel? Så det er måske det 

der lidt – det er jo dit udtryk, eller mit udtryk for den sags skyld.” (Interview 5) 

 

As identified above, several of my respondents believe sustainable clothes to be unfashionable and 

thereby not a suitable instrument in either the creation or support of their self-concepts.   

This could be an indication of the fact that even though the respondents express societal and 

environmental concern and are aware of the damaging effects of the manufacturing of clothes they 

are to a higher degree driven by self-centred or personal motives. The respondents identify factors 

such as design, look and style as choice determining – something they find difficult to compromise 

with.  

 

Labels and the Self 

As stated above, products are highly used for their symbolic use and in some cases even more than 

for their pragmatic function. More of the respondents have bought clothes because of the brand and 

the specific attributes associated with that particular brand. In those situations more of them admit 

willingness to pay more and compromise with the look and design because the brand itself becomes 

essential: 

 

“(…) den jakke ville jeg ikke have købt, hvis det ikke havde været en Max Mara jakke. 

Og jeg bruger den nu, og jeg er glad for den og sådan noget, men det var helt klart 

fordi, at den har et mærke. Det er som om, det giver den meget mere værdi.” 

(Interview 3) 
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In this situation the brand becomes an all-important element in the respondent’s establishment of 

self because of the symbolic value associated with the brand. This is also true, even when others 

cannot see the brand. The feeling experienced by the respondent when wearing the jacket is central 

in this situation. Another respondent follows this behaviour and also seems to ascribe the brand 

increased value: 

 

“Og så er jeg jo også snobbet nogle gange, så køber jeg jo også et eller andet pisse 

dyrt, bare fordi der er et eller andet mærke på.” (Interview 2) 

     

Above quotations leave the impression that the designer brand can be of significant influence in the 

respondents’ consumption behaviour. This leaves the impression that other factors, than the 

apparent ones, are worth considering when trying to understand the respondents’ buying decisions 

because of how it creates a sense of happiness in the respondents. It could be argued then, that 

labels on sustainable clothes would have the opportunity to create a similar state of mind. However, 

it becomes evident when analysing the material that this tendency is not translated to sustainable 

labels. When asked about if labels on sustainable clothes could be of influence one of the 

respondents replies: 

 

“Nej. Pas. Sorry.” (Interview 2) 

 

This was the same respondent who before recognised the increased value as a means of the designer 

brand. Another respondent continues in the same manner when asked if labels influence her choice 

of clothes: 

 

“Nej, kun madvarer og kosmetik.” (Interview 4) 

 

This respondent claims to use labels on sustainable products within specific categories. She also 

admits that designer labels have been a significant determiner when shopping for fashion. However, 

the use of labels is not translated to her fashion consumption. In the following quotation an 

explanation for this gap in behaviour is proposed based on how labels in specific situations are used 

for their signalling value: 
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“Så tror jeg… jeg skal ikke kunne sige mig blind for, at der også er en signalværdi, for 

når du har mødregruppen til kaffe – om du så stiller økologisk mælk på bordet eller 

den billige.” (Interview 5) 

  

This quotation was also used earlier, which illustrates the difficulty of determining and separating 

the different themes. In this situation, the material indicates that the respondents never check for 

sustainable labels when it comes to clothes, even though they claim to be conscious consumers and 

affected by labels in other situations. On several products, sustainable labels function as an 

instrument for self-expression similar to the situation described above. However, when it comes to 

clothes these labels, which could be the communicator of “being good”, are the first ones removed 

making it difficult to use them as a self-statement.  

Within other product categories some of the respondents also claim to use labels as a communicator 

of who they are, and especially in these cases, want others to see:  

 

“Alle mine andre venner har økologisk mælk i køleskabet, så når de kommer hjem hos 

mig altså så… ” (Interview 1)  

 

This supports the notion of the social self even though it may also act as supporter for real and ideal 

self. The notion of using labels for underlying reasons will be further discussed in section 5. 

 

A focus on consumers’ use of possessions is important when trying to understand behaviour 

because we not only try to act in accordance with our own understanding of ourselves, but “also in 

ways that gives the social surroundings a good impression.” (Allwood, 2010: 280)     

Since we use our possessions to help form our different selves it should be evident that a person 

who sees himself/herself as being environmentally conscious engages in sustainable fashion 

consumption.  

 

4.2 Summary  

In this section I have tried to establish an understanding of the motives guiding the respondents’ 

behaviour. Through my empirical analysis I identified two prominent subcategories, attitudes and 

the self. Focusing on the respondents’ attitudes revealed how the respondents perceive respectively 

sustainable fashion and the labels attached these clothes.  
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It is of interest that a gap between the respondents’ perception of sustainable fashion as a concept 

and the actual clothes exists. All of the respondents seemed to be in sympathy with the idea of 

sustainable fashion. However, when asked about their conception of the actual clothes this positive 

attitude did not translate.  

Labels attached sustainable clothes were perceived by the respondents as being difficult to 

understand and they questioned the credibility of the labels. This is in contrast with other 

consumption situations where the respondents emphasise the voice of labels. Labels are thereby 

considered an insignificant determiner, by the respondents, when shopping for fashion.  

 

Another aspect in the category of motivation concentrated on trying to understand the multi-sided 

function of products. The respondents emphasised how products are used for more than their 

pragmatic function. Following the respondents’ statements clothes are perceived as an indispensable 

means in the creation and support of self.  

The respondents’ view on sustainable fashion proved not to be comparable with their perceptions of 

themselves. Even though the respondents see themselves as conscious consumers, fashion within 

this category is not comparable with other sides of their self-images and therefore deselected. 

In connection with labels, some of the respondents stress the importance of the signalling value and 

thereby the opportunity of using those in connection with self. However, on clothes these labels are 

the first thing removed prohibiting this. Also the indication of healthier choices provided by labels 

is considered. This conviction, however, is not translated to sustainable labels on fashion.    

 

4.3 Ability 

This category of the MOAB model is characterised by internal factors determining the ability to act 

in a certain way. Our own personal resources and limitations may therefore act as a barrier for 

behaviour. In this way, ability indicates that even motivated consumers may be prohibited from 

acting because of strong habits or lack of resources such as cognitive capacity and knowledge, time 

and money (Thøgersen, 2010). In our postmodern society, section 3, several activities and goals 

compete for the same resources resulting in limited effort when it comes to achieving any one goal.       

This means, as the name suggests, that these are personal characteristics influencing people’s ability 

to act and, in this situation, carry out sustainable fashion consumption. The following will focus on 

the respondents’ knowledge of sustainable fashion and labels together with perceived time 

resources.     
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Knowledge  

We live in an information-packed society with lots of messages competing for our attention. In 

order to live in accordance with a sustainable lifestyle specific knowledge is often considered a 

prerequisite. Without sufficient knowledge of alternative behaviour significant changes are unlikely 

to be successful (Thøgersen, 2005).    

 

Sustainable fashion 

I have touched upon this issue when dealing with the respondents’ attitudes and through here 

beliefs. As mentioned in section 2.4.1, it can sometimes be difficult to make a clear distinction 

between the different components of the model as well as the respondent statements and the 

underlying intentions when analysing these. In this situation, I consider a distinction between the 

respondents’ beliefs and knowledge to be a challenge because most of the respondents claim to be 

ignorant of the thesis subject. This notion is consistent with earlier mentioned theory, that we form 

beliefs about objects even though we have no prior knowledge of them.      

 

The respondents indicate being unfamiliar with sustainable fashion. When asked about their 

knowledge of sustainable fashion one of the respondents replies: 

 

 “Nej, faktisk ikke. Jeg kan i hvert fald ikke nævne mærker.” (Interview 5) 

 

Another respondent expresses uncertainty when it comes to sustainable fashion, but indicates to 

have an idea: 

 

“Nej, det er jeg nødt til at sige. Fordi jeg ved selvfølgelig godt, hvad bæredygtig mode 

betyder, men jeg synes ikke rigtig, jeg ser det nogen steder. Så jeg ved ikke… altså, jeg 

går ud fra, at det er lavet af økotekstiler eller, bonden har fået en ordentlig pris for sit 

bomuld, men jeg ser det ikke nogen steder. Så nej, det gør jeg ikke.” (Interview 1) 

 

The respondent does not have elaborated knowledge of sustainable clothes, but suggests different 

factors worth considering. She expresses being aware of what sustainability fashion indicates, but 

she has no knowledge of where to find the clothes.   
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Even though more of the respondents indicate knowing about a Danish sustainable brand called 

Noir as well as suppliers of baby clothes, they admit being limited when it comes to identifying 

sustainable fashion. When focusing on actual knowledge as a consumer this respondent expresses: 

 

“Men jeg vil sige, det er ikke noget, som jeg kender til som forbruger, vil jeg sige. (…) 

Så jeg kender noget til det, men ikke så meget.” (Interview 2) 

 

She continues: 

  

”Der er ikke nogen, som jeg ved, der identificerer sig som bæredygtige, som jeg har 

slået mig på.” (Interview 2) 

 

In this sense, the respondent’s knowledge is constituted of peripheral information and not based on 

experiences of having been in contact with the clothes.  

When asked about the differences between sustainable fashion and non-sustainable fashion one of 

the respondents provide following answer: 

 

“Officielt ikke noget, men altså igen, jeg går ud fra, at bæredygtighed har noget at 

gøre med både miljø og arbejdsvilkår” (Interview 1) 

 

More of the respondents claim to have some knowledge of sustainable fashion even though it may 

be limited.  

Another respondent expresses difficulties understanding these differences: 

 

“Ja, altså jeg må indrømme, at jeg synes også, jeg har altså… det er stadigvæk lidt en 

gråzone for mig.” (Interview 3)  

 

Even though the respondents may have some idea of what it means to be sustainable their 

knowledge is still considerable limited.  

According to Thøgersen (2005) being able to buy sustainable alternatives require that consumers 

are able to distinguish them from non-sustainable options.   
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More of the respondents express concern when it comes to harmful ingredients in several of their 

products affecting their choices. They are conscious about additives in food and cosmetics and 

actively search for sustainable alternatives. Following this respondent she has no knowledge of the 

damaging effects of non-sustainable clothes even though she believes sustainable food and 

cosmetics to be a healthier alternative:  

 

“Fordi jeg tror, det er bedre for min krop. Og sige tøj, det er noget af det, der hænger 

uden på – jeg ved ikke, hvor meget det påvirker vores indre?” (Interview 5)  

 

This awareness of harmful ingredients is not translated into their fashion consumption and the same 

respondent provides the following explanation when asked why acting differently when it comes to 

sustainable clothes:  

  

“Måske fordi jeg ikke ved noget om det og ikke har taget… sat mig ind i det.” 

(Interview 5) 

 

The respondent claims not knowing enough about the effects of non-sustainable clothes to make it a 

determining factor in the decision making. Finally, according to the next respondent the effects of 

non-sustainable clothes are only worth considering if being allergic: 

 

“Jeg tror i langt høj grad, det om man vælger økologi eller ej, har noget at gøre med 

ens egen sundhed, fordi der skal du decideret indtage det her, og man spiser jo ikke sit 

tøj. Man kan sige, man får det tæt på kroppen, og der er nogle, der er allergiske 

overfor det, men det er jo ikke sådan, at man kan have en tro om, at ”når jeg nu kun 

går i økologisk tøj, så er jeg bare så meget sundere end dig”. Det vil jeg ikke tro, at 

der er nogen, der bilder sig selv ind i hvert fald. Så man kan sige, det økologiske 

madvalg er jo ligeså meget et egoistisk sundhedsvalg for ens egen krop, som det er et, 

hvad skal man sige, et politisk valg eller hvad man skal sige, at det er et eller andet 

ideal, at man gerne vil gøre noget godt for verden, det behøver det jo ikke at være.” 

(Interview 2) 
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This indicates how limited the respondents’ knowledge of the harmful effects of non-sustainable 

fashion is. If unaware of these effects, changing behaviour will be an even greater challenge than if 

the respondents knew about the consequences of current fashion.  

And, even though more of the respondents claim to possess limited knowledge of the consequences 

of non-sustainable fashion they explain the continued consumption with the same lack of 

knowledge:  

 

“Vi kan ikke se hvor skidt de har det, vel, hvis de har det skidt. Vi er inde i vores egen 

ego-sfære her. Hvis der ikke er nogen, der fortæller mig det, så behøver jeg heller ikke 

at forholde mig til det, vel.” (Interview 5) 

 

This quotation indicates how the respondent excuses her behaviour because of her lack of 

knowledge. She thereby copes with an otherwise noticeable inconsistency, section 4.1, when 

identifying her actions as morally unimportant.    

 

Sustainable labels 

As identified in section 3.5, labels are used by marketers to communicate specific product attributes 

to consumers (Kotler & Armstrong, 2006). Sustainable labels are used as a communicator of 

products which in some way or another fulfils sustainable demands and are considered to work as 

guidance for consumers. However, for these to be effective consumers must be able to identify and 

understand the labels used (Thøgersen, 2005).      

 

When it comes to labels attached sustainable fashion most of the respondents express limited 

knowledge. In the beginning of the interviews they engaged in an exercise presented in appendix 2. 

This exercise revealed that even if some of the respondents’ recognised a sustainable label they had 

no additional knowledge of what the label controlled. Further, in the progression of the interview 

one of the respondents expresses this unfamiliarity with labels used in the fashion industry: 

 

“Ikke så meget, tror jeg ikke. Altså, i hvert fald ikke i forhold til tøj.” (Interview 3) 

 

Another respondent follows this tendency: 
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“Ikke ret meget mere, end du lige har fortalt, vel. Men jeg ved, at vi bliver, vi bliver 

bombarderet med det i øjeblikket (…) Ja, så mere ved jeg ikke om det, end jeg synes, 

vi ser rigtig, rigtig mange forskellige i øjeblikket.” (Interview 5)   

 

This respondent has no specific knowledge of sustainable labels, but feels surrounded creating a 

state of confusion. Based on the rest of my interview, I believe that the respondent refers to 

sustainable labels in general when indicating a huge supply because of earlier expressed lack of 

knowledge of labels on sustainable fashion.  

 

When concentrating on acquiring knowledge of the labels, one of the respondent states: 

 

“Altså, jeg synes, det er svært som forbruger at gennemskue det, de der mærkninger 

og labels.” (Interview 3)  

 

In order for the labelling system to be effective consumers must be educated in what they represent.  

When it comes to the purchase of sustainable fashion being able to distinguish items from non-

sustainable ones is considered a necessity. Labels are highly used to facilitate this distinction, but it 

will be pointless if they are not understood (Thøgersen, 2010). Teisl et al. (2008) supports this idea 

and states that, “(…) the effectiveness of an eco-label is influenced by the way information is 

presented and by the capacity of the consumer to absorb and act on it.” (ibid.: 141-142) This 

quotation denotes the interconnectedness of the model components because it also emphasises the 

importance of opportunity, section 4.5.  

 

Time resources  

Limited resources like time are identified by the respondents as a barrier when shopping for 

sustainable fashion. More of them express above that they have difficulties locating sustainable 

fashion, and they do not spend too much time looking for it. Because of a busy life, the respondents 

have to allocate their time resources accordingly:  

 

“(…) og har man bare stress med at nå at hente sine børn fra daginstitution, inden de 

lukker, altså så er det bare ikke der, ens hjerne ligger. Og det er helt fair på en eller 

anden måde, for vi har skruet et samfund sammen, hvor der bare ikke er den energi og 
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det her overskud, desværre, til at tænke på det som almindelig forbruger.” (Interview 

1) 

  

Another respondent also points to the fact that we have to prioritise how time is spent. When asked 

about searching for information herself concerning sustainable fashion one of the respondents 

states: 

 

“Det kan man sige, det måske er for dårligt, vi ikke gør det, men det er i konkurrence 

med alt muligt andet, vi bruger vores tid på.” (Interview 5) 

 

This notion is followed by more of the respondents and act in accordance with our society today, 

section 3. 

According to Thøgersen (2010) limited time resources have proven a considerable barrier with 

regard to sustainable behaviour. If consumers perceive a lack in time sustainable behaviour is 

reduced and a tendency to buy time saving products increases. Time concerns are considered to be a 

significant constraining element in the purchase of sustainable products. In order to cope with 

scarce time resources consumers seek to avoid engaging in activities considered time consuming if 

not believed to be comparable with the outcome.  

Niinimäki (2010) also identifies consumers’ need for time saving alternatives as an influential 

factor on sustainable consumption. Section 4.5 will take a closer look on the availability of 

sustainable fashion and labels according to the respondents.   

 

4.4 Summary  

Focusing on the internal elements influencing sustainable fashion consumption and the use of labels 

the respondents’ knowledge of these and perceived time constraints were found to be of interest.  

 

In connection with both sustainable clothes and the labels attached, the respondents’ knowledge 

seems to be limited. Most of their knowledge is based on imagination instead of valid information.  

When focusing on the labels, they expressed difficulties identifying those within the fashion 

industry. Even though they claimed to be familiar with some labels in other industries this 

knowledge was not translated.  
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Furthermore, the respondents indicated feeling restrained by lack of time. This barrier was 

considered an active player in connection with sustainable behaviour because available time 

resources are to be divided among a wide range of activities.  

  

4.5 Opportunity 

The above indicates how internal conditions affect consumer behaviour. In the following, I will 

concentrate on some of the influential external conditions when trying to understand the behaviour 

of my respondents. Opportunity represents how people do not have totally control when it comes to 

choosing a lifestyle. This understanding is also true when it comes to the persuasion of a sustainable 

one (Thøgersen, 2005). The options from which consumers can choose are for example affected by 

the infrastructure of a society, the availability of products and in connection with sustainable 

fashion a widespread uncertainty of which fashion items actually can be termed as sustainable. 

Further, communication concerning sustainable alternatives or a lack hereof is an important factor 

as well when considering sustainable consumption of fashion (ibid.).   

Even though it is possible to identify more influencing factors I will concentrate on cultural 

influence and social norms together with availability and finally responsibility. My focus on 

external conditions is inspired by findings from my empirical data while also being proposed by 

Thøgersen (2010) as factors worth considering.     

 

Cultural influence and social norms 

One of the respondents expresses how a change in the general perception of sustainability is 

beginning to affect her even if it is to a limited extend: 

 

“Jamen altså, jeg er sådan bevidst om det, jeg har helt klart sådan et øje åbent sådan, 

men jeg må indrømme, jeg er ikke sådan… det er begrænset, hvor meget jeg selv 

sådan opsøger det.” (Interview 3) 

 

The cultural movement towards a more conscious fashion world is affecting the respondent, but she 

excuses her lack of action in the following: 

 

“Det er fordi at jeg, at jeg… jamen, det er fordi, at det nok alligevel vægter lidt mere 

for mig det der med at finde de der skatte.” (Interview 3)   
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These quotations indicate how our surrounding culture, in which consumers themselves create 

meaning, affects consumption of products. The respondent does not actively search for sustainable 

fashion alternatives because she finds other factors to be of greater importance. In section 3, the 

dominating culture was characterised as a consumption culture. In that sense, consumers no longer 

consume products based on their ability to satisfy basic needs, but rather as a means in our creation 

of meaning, section 3.2, and identity, section 4.1. This meaningful function of products has created 

a growth in total consumption and is thereby considered a significant player in our cultural 

understanding.   

Other respondents also seem to be influenced by the surrounding culture and the increased focus on 

environmental and societal concerns. This respondent expresses concern when it comes to 

environmental responsibility and societal issues: 

 

“Jamen det er fordi, jeg godt kan lide, at både dyr og planter bliver behandlet 

ordenligt. Altså, den måde vi behandler verden på, bryder jeg mig ikke særlig meget 

om. Og der ved jeg inden for økologi, at der er en nogenlunde god måde, de 

behandler dyrene på og planterne.” (Interview 4) 

 

Cultural changes affect our opinions. How we treat the environment and the people and animals 

living in it are of great concern to a large proportion of the population. The next respondent 

expresses the following concern: 

 

“(…) jeg ved, hvor underbetalt folk de er, og hvad vilkår folk arbejder under der (…) 

” (Interview 4) 

 

The concern of inhumane conditions affects the respondent to some degree even if it does not result 

in sustainable consumption of fashion.  

 

Other external factors influencing behaviour are worth considering as well. One of the respondents 

act in accordance with prevailing norms:  

 

“Og sådan noget som, når man nu har set de der høns, der producerer æg. Det har 

været i medierne og alt muligt, hvor skidt nogen af dem har det, og hvor meget bedre 
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nogen af de andre høns har det, det tænker man jo på, når man stå med et æg i 

hånden og skal give 10 kroner mere for en bakke æg, hvor de har haft nogle andre 

kår.” (Interview 5)  

 

There seems to be a general position on which eggs to buy and this respondent follows this line of 

direction (“Flertal vil have buræg ud af butikkerne”, 2013, 29. april).  In a society shared beliefs are 

referred to as norms and act as a guide of behaviour. In connection with sustainable behaviour 

social norms are considered to be highly important (Thøgersen, 2010). The general opinion of right 

and wrong influences in this situation the respondent who as a result acts in accordance with social 

expectations. According to Thøgersen (2005) it is possible to change social norms, but it does not 

happen overnight. On the contrary, it takes a focused long-term effort by various players and 

instruments to succeed. People have a tendency to follow the crowd. This could also help explain 

why some industries struggle more than others when trying to promote sustainability. When the 

respondents are asked if people in their social circle follow a sustainable fashion style most of them 

reply: “Nej, det tror jeg ikke.” (Interview 1) Because of sustainable fashion consumption being 

considered an activity only followed by a minority it could be classified as a barrier.   

 

Availability 

When focusing on the availability of sustainable fashion several of the respondents seem frustrated 

because they regard these alternatives to be a missing option. This means that even though more of 

the respondents express a desire to buy more sustainable clothes they are unsuccessful because they 

believe it is too difficult to find. When asked if willing to buy more sustainable fashion one of the 

respondents reply:  

 

“Ja, det ville jeg gerne, men det er bare… jeg har nærmest opgivet. Altså, fordi jeg 

synes det… jeg synes det er så besværligt og så umuligt.” (Interview 1) 

 

According to this respondent, external conditions also prohibit her from acting in accordance with 

her motivational intentions. She expresses an interest in sustainable fashion and a desire to purchase 

more, but faces a barrier over which she has no direct control. Another respondent follows this 

opinion: 
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 ”(…) jeg tror ikke jeg, jeg er nok eksponeret for det” (Interview 3)  

 

The respondent identifies the availability of sustainable alternatives to be a reason for missing 

behaviour. This point of view is followed by yet another respondent:  

 

“Men jeg tror, det skal serveres ude i forretningen, så jeg kan tage valget, når jeg står 

derude. Jeg tror ikke, jeg kommer til at opsøge det selv.” (Interview 5) 

 

The respondents seem to agree that sustainable clothes should be made available if being able to 

capture their interest. If finding the clothes is considered an inconvenience it is unlikely for the 

respondents to search for it.  

The respondents identify shopping for fashion to be both impulsive and of consideration: 

 

“Jeg tror det er en blanding. Men eh, jo ældre jeg bliver – ej, det lyder som om jeg er 

en gammel dame, det er jeg også snart – jo ældre jeg bliver, jo mere overvejede tror 

jeg faktisk, det bliver. ” (Interview 5) 

 

”Nej, det er næsten altid impulskøb. For det er jo ikke fordi jeg sådan mangler noget. 

Altså indimellem, så er der måske sådan noget med et par vinterstøvler, men ellers så 

er det impulskøb.” (Interview 3)   

 

Even though some of the respondents identify their choice to go shopping as one of consideration, 

based on my interpretation of the interviews, I believe that choosing a specific item within a 

category is an on-the-spot decision. This indicates the interconnection of the subcategories and my 

recognition of hermeneutics, because my assumption in this case is based on my interpretation of 

the parts and subsequent coherent understanding of how the respondents use clothes very much 

because of the symbolic value, section 4.1. Even though the respondents have decided to buy a 

specific item beforehand, they will have to search around for one within its category in agreement 

with their concept of self. In order to make this identification, options will have to be available.  

 

Following this notion of sustainable fashion being a rarity, the respondents’ experience seems to be 

the same when it comes to labels attached sustainable fashion. In section 4.3 I identified the 
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respondents’ knowledge of these labels, which was limited. One explanation for this could be that 

according to the respondents, they rarely come across labels on sustainable fashion: 

  

 “(…) og ja, jeg savner nogle labels.” (Interview 1) 

 

The use of sustainable labels are not yet as widely used on fashion as on other products and the 

availability is thereby limited: 

  

“Ikke decideret mærket på den måde, nej, det tror jeg ikke – findes de? Jeg ved det 

ikke.” (Interview 5)   

 

This respondent does not seem to know about labels used on sustainable fashion. She questions 

their existence, probably because she has not come upon them when shopping around for clothes, 

and the supplementing information has been insufficient, see below. 

Another respondent claims never to check labels on sustainable fashion. Based on the rest of the 

interview I believe that the explanation is found in the unavailability of labels and not a lack of 

interest. The respondent expresses a wish to buy more sustainable clothes, but have difficulties 

identifying them because of unavailable labels:  

 

 “Ej, dem tjekker jeg aldrig. Dem tjekker jeg simpelthen aldrig.” (Interview 3) 

 

As identified below here, information is limited and the respondents therefore do not know to check 

for these labels. In other product categories labels are highly used as a communicator of 

sustainability and often recognised as a valid information source, but this tendency has not yet been 

translated to the fashion industry. When searching the internet, sustainable labels within the fashion 

industry are difficult to locate and thereby almost impossible to identify let alone understand if 

found on clothes.    

     

Further, the respondents’ perception of sustainable fashion and the attached labels being unavailable 

could be explained by the perceived unavailability of information. When it comes to the promotion 

of sustainable fashion the respondents express quite similar opinions. One of the respondents 

provides this answer when being asked about how sustainable fashion is communicated:  
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“Altså, ofte kortsigtet, altså ofte en form for kampagne for noget tid som der så ikke 

rigtig bliver vendt tilbage til.” (Interview 4) 

 

However, she also considers the negative effects of an on-going information flow leaving her in a 

state of uncertainty:  

 

“Men det kan også godt være, folk ville blive irriteret over det, hvis det var der hele 

tiden, jeg ved det ikke?” (Interview 4) 

 

Even though this respondent expresses insecurity they all agree that the information flow is limited 

and inadequate.       

The next respondent also claims to be unfamiliar with promotional initiatives: 

 

“Jeg synes ikke… jeg har ikke sådan umiddelbart fået det smasket op i ansigtet. Og 

selvom jeg synes, jeg ser en del modeblade, så er det ikke sådan, det er ikke, jeg synes 

ikke lige, det er det, det handler om.” (Interview 2) 

 

In spite of being surrounded by fashion magazines, this respondent claims that the communication 

of sustainable fashion falls short in reaching her. This indicates that the availability of information 

about sustainable fashion is limited, which can prove problematic when trying to change social 

norms. The respondents also express how important it is for information to be provided instead of 

them having to search for it. They all reject the idea of actively and consequently searching for the 

information themselves:  

 

“Jamen, jeg er jo ikke blevet bombarderet. Jeg skal bombarderes, før jeg ser det, og 

det gør jeg ikke.” (Interview 5)  

 

Information regarding sustainable fashion is not considered to be sufficient by the respondents and 

even though some of them express intentional willingness to search for information themselves, 

they admit failing to do so: 

 



 

66 

 

“Altså, i situationen ville jeg sikkert tænke, at det gad jeg godt, men nej, jeg tror 

næsten ikke, jeg ville få det gjort (…).” (Interview 3) 

 

Even though this respondent expresses sincere concern when it comes to sustainable issues, she also 

calls for information being provided and made visible:  

 

“Jeg tror bare, at den skulle gøres sådan synlig mange steder. Og det ved jeg godt, 

der har været lidt med tøj, men jeg synes, jeg ved ikke, det har ligesom ikke rigtig, jeg 

synes ikke, det har sådan manifesteret sig helt.” (Interview 3) 

 

The respondents identify the availability of sustainable fashion, the labels attached and the 

information provided as limited, contributing a major consumption barrier. They feel unexposed 

and believe issues regarding sustainable fashion to be a rare thing. Further, they mention how they 

believe sustainable options (clothes, labels, information) should be provided because they do not 

imagine searching for these themselves. As mentioned in section 3, we live in a society with many 

different options competing for our attention. This means that we have limited time, section 4.3, 

searching around for the best possible option and the availability of sustainable alternatives thereby 

become an essential factor in consumers’ product selections. Thøgersen (2005) identifies 

availability of sustainable products to be more limited than non-sustainable options and a barrier 

prohibiting even motivated consumers from acting. Availability is a crucial factor, because it is only 

possible to purchase environmentally and societal friendly products, if they are available within a 

reasonable radius (ibid.). Further, it seems that the fashion industry also falls short in the provision 

of labels and information, and without these the respondents will have difficulties identifying the 

sustainable alternatives. Without labels consumers will not be able to track sustainable fashion and 

without sufficient information it will be difficult to understand the necessity of implementing a 

more sustainable lifestyle when it comes to fashion consumption. 

 

Responsibility  

All respondents emphasise the government’s responsibility when it comes to the popularisation and 

distribution of sustainable fashion. According to them, laws and regulations would be a necessary 

step when trying to change fashion consumption: 
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”Ja, jeg er sådan en forfærdelig en, der synes, at det skal være staten. Jeg synes, det 

er statens ansvar.” (Interview 1) 

 

The respondent calls for initiatives initiated by the government in order to create a deeper focus on 

the necessity of sustainable fashion. Other respondents follow that idea as well: 

 

”(…) det er måske, langt hen ad vejen, en form for et politisk ansvar.” (Interview 2) 

 

Also the next respondent succeeds in placing responsibility: 

 

“Det har politikerne.” (Interview 4) 

 

According to Thøgersen (2005), the responsibility of government in situations like this which call 

for changing fundamental perceptions is indisputable. Governments are of considerable importance 

when it comes to the regulation and legislation of issues concerning environmental, societal and 

personal health. The respondents claim that the government is essential in connection with the 

preservation of sustainable behaviour in general and when it comes to fashion consumption. 

However, they experience a lack of governmental commitment concerning the enhancement of 

sustainability in the fashion industry.   

Further, several of the respondents believe that a label established by the government would be 

more reliable than the ones distributed by the companies. When asked about her perception of a 

government label one of the respondents replies:  

 

“Det ville jeg have meget tillid til. Det kunne sagtens gøre, at jeg lagde mine vaner 

om.” (Interview 1) 

  

Another respondent follows this opinion: 

 

 ”Jeg tror, det ville være det, vi stoler mest på.” (Interview 5) 

 

Finally, one of the respondents does not trust that the effect of a label from the government will be 

sufficient:  
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 “Ikke noget særligt, ikke kun som label.” (Interview 2) 

 

This respondent calls for more than just labels if an increase in sustainable fashion consumption is 

to be successful. Thøgersen (2005) also points to the fact that the implementation of sustainable 

behaviour rests on the possibility of educating and informing consumers. He emphasises labels as 

an information source, but following the respondent statements that is not considered to be enough.    

 

4.6 Summary 

The surrounding culture in which we exist together with the recognition of social norms are factors 

considered influential in connection with sustainable behaviour. The respondents indicate a change 

in the general conception of leading conscious lifestyles even though their fashion consumption is 

not yet guided by sustainability. This tendency, of engaging in more sustainable lives, is supported 

by the expressed opinion by many. Our way of living as well as our use of fashion is thereby 

affected by culture, which helps the respondents create a meaningful existence, and social norms 

guiding perceived accepted behaviour.    

 

Another external factor worth considering is the availability of sustainable fashion and their labels. 

In the analysis, it becomes evident that the respondents perceive the availability of sustainable 

alternatives to be limited constituting a significant barrier. Also the labels attached are, according to 

the respondents, a rare thing. In the same sense, the respondents call for more information 

concerning both sustainable fashion and the labels. The respondents indicate that it is unlikely for 

them to search for information themselves and it should therefore be provided.   

 

In this connection the respondents identify the government as a main player. They believe that an 

authoritarian institution is needed if sustainable behaviour within the fashion industry is to be 

successful. In order to regulate on the requirements for the production of clothes the respondents 

consider the government to be indispensable.  

 

4.7 Behaviour  

All of the respondents seem to be engaged in some kind of sustainable behaviour. More of them 

express concern when it comes to overconsumption and strive to minimise purchase:  
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“Jaaa, men det er sådan mere bæredygtighed i form af forbrugsmæssig afholdenhed, 

vil jeg sige.” (Interview 2) 

 

Another one of the respondents also tries to control her consumption: 

 

“Så prøver sådan ikke at købe for meget af ting, jeg ikke har brug for.” (Interview 4) 

 

Minimal consumption is a means to sustainable behaviour, but the respondents also engage in other 

sustainable activities. Especially within specific product categories like food, cosmetics and other 

textiles than clothes the respondents strive to buy sustainable alternatives.     

 

Even though no one of the respondents engage actively in sustainable fashion consumption most of 

them try to avoid buying very cheap fashion. They highlight different brands from which they 

reluctantly buy clothes and only compromise with this stance if necessary. Instead, as pointed out 

by one of the respondents, she often shop by designer because she values this as an indicator of 

quality and believes those clothes to be of greater environmental concern and social responsible 

even though she does not have any prove.     

 

Another approach to sustainable behaviour appreciated by the respondents is going for second hand 

shopping even though the underlying intention for doing so may differ. Second hand shopping can 

both be an expression of environmental and social concern: 

 

“Fordi det er jo også tit, at jeg i genbrugsforretninger køber sorte jeans, hvis de 

passer, eller noget basistøj som ikke er nogen særlig skat, men som bare har været 

brugt før… ” (Interview 3).  

 

Secondly, it can be used as a provider of fashion statements:  

 

“Og så alligevel, når man finder noget på loppetorv, så er det da nogen gange, at jeg 

falder for noget, som jeg bare synes er sjovt, og så kan det være, jeg går med det, og 

nogle synes, ”det er da en underlig hæklet jakke”” (Interview 2). 
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Even though both quotations indicate sustainable behaviour their underlying intentions for action 

differ. This indicates that the respondents have superordinate goals, section 4.1, which they seek to 

satisfy even if the result is considered a compromise with other convictions.  

 

In connection with labels, more of the respondents express being influenced by their presence in 

different buying situations: 

 

“Og ja, jeg køber æg, der koster mere, jeg køber mælk, der koster mere, så jeg går 

noget op i det (…).” (Interview 5) 

 

The respondent buys some of her groceries sustainable and identifies this category by means of 

labels. Another respondent also finds labels to be influential in her buying decisions: 

  

“Der er mange labels, der har stor betydning for mine købsbeslutninger (…), men i 

forhold til fødevarer (…).” (Interview 1) 

 

It seems to be the case that labels are used as a determining factor when shopping for products other 

than clothes. When asked about labels’ impact on product choices one of the respondents replies: 

 

“Jamen de har… altså, der skal være en eller anden form for økologisk mærke på, for 

at jeg køber det.” (Interview 4)  

 

Even though there seems to be agreement between the respondents and their use of labels one of 

them distances herself from this behaviour: 

  

”(…) jeg registrerer det, men det er ikke… det er sjældent, det indgår i, hvad skal man 

sige, som noget jeg vælger ud fra.” (Interview 2) 

 

In spite of her unsustainable behaviour in connection with labels this very same respondent engages 

in other behavioural activities considered sustainable:  
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“For eksempel har jeg ikke nogen tørretumbler, selvom jeg har tre børn. (…) Jeg går 

op i, at jeg stort set aldrig køber en plasticpose i et supermarked.” (Interview 2) 

 

The respondent is not guided by labels in her consumption of products, but still sees herself as 

environmentally and societal conscious. Most of the respondents fall short in the consumption of 

sustainable fashion and no one of them use labels when shopping for clothes. In section 4.1 the 

notion of cognitive dissonance was identified. Following that approach missing sustainable action 

within specific areas can be excused by engaging in other considerate actions. This may help 

explain why the respondents represent themselves as sustainable consumers even if this definition 

does not apply all consumption situations.  
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Section 5: Discussion 
 

 

The purpose of following section is to discuss some of the findings from the empirical data. In 

section 4, I identified the necessity of distinguishing between sustainable fashion and the labels 

attached these clothes. I will also structure the discussion in accordance with these categories to 

secure clarity.  

 

Sustainable fashion  

When conducting the interviews one of the respondents called attention to the basic idea of 

sustainable fashion. She questioned if sustainable fashion actually is a possibility, as she does not 

consider fashion to be a necessity, section 4.1. She expresses scepticism and initiates a focus of 

discussion: 

 

“Jeg synes, det er en lille bitte smule selvmodsigende, fordi der er jo, mode er jo 

meget forbrug, forbrug og smid væk og køb noget nyt hvert kvarte år, ikke.” 

(Interview 2) 

 

This respondent suggests that there is a conflict between fashion and sustainability. As mentioned 

earlier, this conviction is followed by Niinimäki (2010) who emphasises that many consumers find 

it difficult to make this connection because they regard it incomparable. However, it is possible to 

argue that this view can be related to a modernistic way of thinking. Following this conviction 

clothes are used for their pragmatic function and the fulfilment of utilitarian needs. In our 

postmodern era though, products, including clothes, are considered to be carrying a deeper symbolic 

meaning to a much higher degree than earlier, section 3.2. This aspect is a necessary consideration 

in the debate of sustainable fashion. The premise of this problem is thereby false because it does not 

take into account contemporary assumptions.     

 

This erroneous assumption complicates convincing consumers to engage in sustainable fashion 

consumption. One could discuss whether this is an expression of their actual conviction or rather a 

convenient explanation used as an excuse for avoiding sustainable alternatives. On the other hand, 



 

73 

 

the very same respondent also claims to be willing to pay more for sustainable fashion, which 

indicates that environmental and societal conscious products carry an increased value.   

 

Even though the respondents’ perception of sustainable fashion as a concept is positive, this 

conviction is not translated to the actual clothes. This can be explained by the MOAB model which 

illustrates how different factors play a crucial role when going from motivational intent to act in a 

specific manner to the actual behaviour. Fashion consumption is used by the respondents as a 

communicator that supports and portrays either real or ideal self. If their perception of sustainable 

clothes is in conflict with their self-images, the value decreases. It could be argued then that even if 

sustainable clothes possess valuable assets recognised by the conscious consumer, other aspects are 

of greater importance. And, even though some of my respondents claim not to use their clothes as a 

communicator of who they are or want to be, they still express concern about the design of 

sustainable fashion and identify it to be one of the reasons avoiding to buy it. I believe some of the 

explanation for this is that we usually are not aware of how we use products as an extension of 

ourselves. We rarely find ourselves in situations where we have to think about and explain the 

underlying motives for our behaviour. 

 

Labels  

It gives food for thought that several of the respondents attach value to sustainable labels within 

specific product categories, but fail to do so in connection with clothes. It could be argued that 

labels act as a visible icon of increased value. I here want to emphasise how products are used to 

support, create and portray the self. It is therefore possible to discuss, why the respondents, who see 

themselves as conscious consumers, do not engage in sustainable fashion consumption. On food, 

labels are visible to the surrounding world and thereby possess the opportunity to act as signalling 

value and a reflection of the respondents’ self-images. My analysis illustrates the importance of this 

value in relation to other products, i.e. milk. However, labels on sustainable fashion do not have the 

same possible effect. It could therefore be argued that the respondents’ use of sustainable labels is 

not translated to fashion, because on these products, they are not visible for others to see. And, even 

if visible at the point of purchase, they are removed afterwards. It will therefore not be possible 

either to use labels on clothes as supportive and illustrative of self nor as an indicator of following 

social norms. Even if willing to compromise with the perceived design and look of sustainable 

fashion because of the increased value provided by the label, this is not possible.  
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The respondents’ use of sustainable labels could, on the other hand, also indicate their perception of 

labelled alternatives within specific product categories to be a healthier choice. In these situations 

labels are not just used for their symbolic meaning, but also as factual information about the purity 

of the product. This connection seems more difficult to make between labels and fashion on which 

they are used.     

 

Accordingly, the difference in the respondents’ use of labels depending on the product category is 

found to be of interest. When it comes to sustainable labels on products like food and cosmetics, 

most of the respondents use and trust them as indicators of sustainability. However, when focusing 

on sustainable fashion this behaviour is not transferable. On the contrary, more of them express 

mistrust and unfamiliarity with labels in this product category. An explanation for this 

inconsistency in behaviour could be that they find it difficult to imagine that non-sustainable clothes 

are as harmful as non-sustainable food or cosmetics. On the other hand, it could also be a 

consequence of the valuable meaning ascribed clothes. It is thereby possible to assume that other 

factors are of greater importance when shopping for clothes than sustainability and in order to 

create harmony and avoid dissonance, explanations for non-label use are formulated.             
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Section 6: Conclusion  
 

 

The problem formulation started from the realisation that there is a gap between consumers’ 

motivational intentions and their actual behaviour concerning sustainable fashion. To create insight 

into this discrepancy, the thesis focuses on establishing an understanding of the respondents and 

their behaviour in connection with sustainable fashion in general followed by a more narrow focus 

of what labels on sustainable fashion mean to consumers.  

 

Before engaging in the analysis of my empirical data, I found it appropriate to establish a socio-

cultural perspective. Through here, it became apparent that consumers are considered complex, 

unpredictable, and not necessarily rational decision makers. It is thereby not enough to focus on the 

clothes based on its pragmatic function as in the modern period. Consumption today is considered a 

significant element in the construction of meaning and products carry a meaningful symbolic value 

in this connection.  

 

In order to provide clarification of the problem of the thesis, both internal and external factors 

influencing behaviour were included. The MOAB model takes these considerations into account, 

and my findings have been categorised accordingly to create understandable and manageable data.  

My empirical data constituted five in-depth interviews, which allowed me to connect with the 

respondents’ lifeworlds and relation to the thesis subject.  

The analysis illustrates that the different components of the model overlap and affect each other and 

therefore should be considered and evaluated when trying to establish a thorough understanding and 

fair representation of consumer behaviour.  

In the following I want to present the most prominent results following the categorisation of the 

MOAB model. This creates the opportunity for me to unify the different parts in the end and present 

a coherent answer to the problem formulation. 

 

Attitudes and the self, constituted the category of motivation. These were identified through the 

analysis of my empirical data while an understanding for attitudes is also emphasised theoretically. 

Even though the respondents express positive attitudes toward the concept of sustainable fashion, 

this conviction is not translated to the actual clothes. The functions of clothes were identified as 
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multi-sided and highly used for the symbolic value associated with these items. However, the 

respondents’ perception of sustainable clothes is inconsistent with their perception of themselves 

and can thereby not be used as self-statements. Following this, it seems that other parameters exist 

and, when it comes to fashion, surpass environmental and societal concern.   

In connection with labels attached sustainable fashion the respondents also hold somewhat different 

attitudes than toward labels in other product categories. The respondents find it difficult to trust 

labels used in the fashion industry even though more of them use labels as an indicator of health and 

quality when found on food and cosmetics. Furthermore, labels attached sustainable fashion are 

removed after purchase making it difficult for the respondents to use these as a self-stating 

instrument which also seems to be a matter of concern.  

 

When concentrating on the respondents’ ability to act sustainable, they emphasise knowledge and 

time resources. Within the fashion industry the respondents’ knowledge seems to be limited both in 

connection with sustainable clothes and the labels used on these. They do not have any clear 

definition of what sustainable clothes are, and they are unfamiliar with labels used on such items. 

Further, they feel constrained by the perceived lack of time. 

 

In relation to opportunities facilitating or restraining sustainable behaviour I emphasised the 

surrounding culture and social norms together with the availability of sustainable alternatives and 

the placement of responsibility. Even though the respondents suggest a change towards more 

sustainable lifestyles, it does not seem that their fashion consumption has adopted this tendency. In 

this sense existing social norms are also considered influential – social norms are thereby used both 

as guiding behaviour and excusing behaviour.           

When considering the availability of sustainable fashion and their labels it becomes evident that the 

respondents perceive their options to be limited. Even though more of them express an interest in 

both fashion and sustainability, they do not come across either clothes or labels when shopping for 

this item. In this connection the respondents also call for additional information concerning both 

sustainable fashion and the labels.  

When placing responsibility all of the respondents point out the Government as an indispensable 

player.     
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Above gives an impression of how several factors are to be considered when trying to create an 

understanding of consumer behaviour. Establishing this understanding furthermore helps explain 

the identified gap between motivational intentions and actual behaviour.  

In connection with sustainable fashion, barriers prohibiting behaviour were identified. Further,more, 

it became clear that labels are not used by the respondents in their purchasing decisions when it 

comes to fashion, and the use of labels do thereby not seem to have any influence on their 

consumption of sustainable fashion.        

 

The analysis and discussion highlight how multiple factors are worth considering when trying to 

understand what influences consumers’ behaviour. Even though sustainable behaviour is 

identifiable in some situations, this does not necessarily translate to other situations – and the 

explanation is usually not a result of logical reasoning.  
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Section 7: Future implications 
 

 

When I initiated the work, my findings were targeted at the fashion industry. The empirical research 

creates understanding of a present problem and thereby the basis for further efficiency improvement 

in connection with sustainable fashion – in particular the labels attached these clothes. Labels on 

sustainable products are considered a valuable communication tool and an influential element in 

consumers’ decision making. Focusing on the effect of these in connection with sustainable fashion 

consumption seemed like a reasonable focus. I chose to focus on consumers, as I found this group 

of actors to be rather neglected, even though their behaviour is considered highly influential on the 

improvement of environmental and societal problems.  

In the work process of the thesis the debate concerning the production of clothes escalated. Even 

though environmental and societal concerns have been in focus within several parts of the fashion 

industry for years, the severe accident in Bangladesh in April 2013 created an increased focus 

which initiated the composition of action plans. This means that sustainable fashion, to a high 

degree, occupies a prominent position in the public arena.  

 

After the recent developments I have expanded my considerations on possible target groups. I still 

consider the results in the thesis to be interesting for the fashion industry, but now also include 

other organisations engaged in environmental and societal work.  

Within the fashion industry I find Danish Fashion Institute to be an obvious audience. The Danish 

Fashion Institute is deeply involved in the promotion of sustainable fashion and hosted in 2012 the 

biggest Fashion Summit up to date (Copenhagen Fashion Summit, 2012). 

Also fashion providers striving to promote sustainable alternatives are considered a potential target 

group.
10

 An understanding of consumer behaviour in relation to sustainable fashion consumption is 

a necessity if trying to change prevailing trends.  

Furthermore, I now believe that the Government also could benefit from my results. The 

Government is currently involved in the tightening of regulations within the fashion industry.
11

 This 

                                                
10 H&M, C&A and Inditex are among companies signing framework agreement. 
11 The Government has contracted into historical framework agreement securing improved conditions at factories in 

low-wage countries.  
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paper could work as a guiding principle of how to reach consumers and engage them in the 

sustainable fashion movement.  

 

My understanding of the thesis focus proved to be inexpressible accurate, and one could only hope 

that issues concerning the fashion industry had been given higher priority earlier.    
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Appendix 1: Interview guide  
 

Indledning  
Respondenten sættes kort ind i formålet med interviewet og dets forløb 

Velkomst samt præsentation af emnet 

Min primærempiri, anonymitet  

Opfordre respondenten til åbenhed 

  

Kort introduktion af respondent 

 Navn 

 Alder  

 Bopæl  

 Beskæftigelse 

 

Associationsleg   

 Fremvisning af labels – respondenten bedes skrive sine tanker ned ved hvert label. 

 

Mode/shopping 

 

 Hvor ofte shopper du tøj? 

 

 Hvor meget bruger du ca. på tøj om måneden? 

 

 Hvor shopper du tøj? 

 

 Hvor finder du inspiration til dine køb? 

 

 Hvorfor shopper du? 

 

 Består din shopping overordnet af impulskøb eller overvejede køb? 

 

 Hvad er vigtigst for dig når du shopper tøj? Hvorfor?  

 

 Hvordan vil du beskrive dig selv som forbruger/forbruger af mode?  

 

 Hvad føler du, når du shopper?  
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Bæredygtig mode 

 

 Kender du til bæredygtig mode? Hvad kender du til det? 

 

 Går du op i bæredygtig mode? Hvorfor? Hvorfor ikke? 

 

 Kender du nogen/andre der går op i bæredygtig mode? 

 

 Hvad er din holdning til bæredygtig mode? 

 

 Hvad kender du til forskellene mellem bæredygtig og ikke-bæredygtig mode? 

 

 Hvad tænker du, hvis jeg fortæller dig, at modebranchen er den 2. mest forurenende industri 

i verden? 

 

 Ønsker du at vide mere om bæredygtig mode? Hvorfor ikke? 

 

 Hvorfor tror du, mange giver udtryk for, at de går op i bæredygtig mode og gerne vil købe 

mere, men ikke gør det?  

 

 Hvem har ansvaret for, at bæredygtig mode slår igennem? Hvorfor dem? Er der andre også?   

 

 Hvordan synes du, bæredygtig mode promoveres? 

 

 Hvad holder dig tilbage fra at købe/købe mere bæredygtig mode? 

 

 Hvad kunne få dig til at købe mere bæredygtigt tøj? 

 

 Ville du være villig til at betale mere for bæredygtig mode?  

 

 Hvordan tror du, man kan få forbrugere til at købe mere bæredygtig mode fremfor ikke-

bæredygtig?  

 

Labels og labelling   

 

Nu sad vi jo lige indledningsvis og kiggede på de her forskellige labels. Labels er en 

mærkningsform, der bruges til at fortælle noget om et produkt, og bæredygtige labels sidder 

dermed på tøj, der på den ene eller anden måde opfylder bæredygtige krav. Nogle labels 

bliver udarbejdet af uafhængige instanser og opstiller visse krav, der skal overholdes for at 

kunne modtage et label, hvor andre udarbejdes af virksomheden selv. 
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 Hvad ved du om labels og labelling? 

 

 Er du stødt på labels på dansk modetøj? 

 

 Ved du, hvad disse labels dækker over? 

 

 Læser du disse labels/kunne du finde på at læse disse labels?  

 

 Ville du læse information, hvis dette fulgte med et label? 

 

 Hvad er din holdning til brugen af labels? 

 

 Hvad er din holdning til brugen af labels som kommunikationsmiddel for bæredygtigt tøj? 

 

 Stoler du på labels? Hvorfor? Hvorfor ikke? 

 

 Hvilken betydning har labels for dine købsbeslutninger?   

 

 Hvad mener du er forskellen på labels produceret af virksomheden selv og labels produceret 

af en tredjepart?   

 

 Hvilken effekt tror du, et regeringsudarbejdet label ville have? 

 

 Hvordan kan labels gøres relevante/mere relevante for dig og andre forbrugere?  

 

 Hvad kan få dig til at lægge mærke til labels? 

 

 Svanemærket er kommet med forslag om at ændre kravene til økologisk tøj, sådan at det nu 

er 10%, der skal være økologisk i stedet for 100% (er ikke helt sikker på tallene, men har 

artiklen derhjemme) - hvordan har du det med det? 

 

 Hvorfor tror du, økologimærket på fødevarer virker, når labels på tøj ikke gør? 

 

 Hvordan vil man kunne informere forbrugerne om nødvendigheden af bæredygtigt tøj?    

 

Generelt om økologi og miljø 

 

 Går du op i økologi og miljø? Hvorfor? Hvorfor ikke? Hvordan? 

   

 Hvis ikke, hvad kunne få dig til at ændre holdning?  
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 Kender du nogen/andre der går op i økologi og miljø? 

  

 Hvad har betydning for dig når du køber produkter generelt? 

   

 

   

Har du noget at tilføje her til sidst?  
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Appendix 2: Label map 
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Appendix 3: Analysis model 
 

 

 

 


