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Abstract 
Recently increased concerns about environmental issues have resulted in consumers urging           

corporations to take sustainable actions. Paradoxically, empirical data show that individuals           

fail to keep pace themselves, highlighting a gap between consumers’ sustainable attitudes and             

behavior. Academic literature has investigated the reasons behind this issue in fashion, yet,             

no study has investigated whether this attitude-behavior gap applies to consumers interacting            

with a conventional brand that offers sustainable options. The research objective is to             

discover whether the gap exists amongst H&M’s customers,which the study’s findings           

evidently verify, and highlight its grounds with the support of relevant theories. The paper              

also aims to connect the academic explanation of the issue with practical tactics that can               

mitigate this gap. For this purpose of reaching the objective, empirical data are obtained              

through semi-structured interviews with a number of H&M’s customers, while observations           

of the brand’s stores and secondary sources are also included in the analysis, in order to                

verify the interview findings and their interpretation. The key results showcase the existence             

of such a gap, while its primary underlying reason is discovered to be the brand’s poor                

communication of its initiatives. This is shown to lead to a significant lack of information and                

various misconceptions on the topic amongst its customers, which discourage them from            

supporting the brand’s initiatives. Based on these findings, and guided by the nudge theory,              

relevant strategies are suggested to H&M  for the minimization of this attitude-behavior gap,  
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, corporations within the fashion industry have been criticized for unsustainable             

and unethical conduct that has a significant negative impact on the environment and human              

welfare. Public awareness on the subject significantly increased concerns relating to the            

industry’s excessive waste, high levels of carbon emissions, poor labor conditions, and chemical             

usage, amongst other issues (Ellen McArthur Foundation, 2017). Considering its quick turnover            

period, the fast fashion market has been named the biggest culprit across these accusations              

within public debates (Schlossberg, 2019). In order to address these, many fast fashion brands              

have in current times adopted environmentally-friendly and ethical practices.  

Paradoxically, despite some of these brands’ endeavors in becoming more sustainable and            1

ethical, consumers have been hesitant in changing their own consumption choices. Market            

research shows that even though 65% of consumers view sustainability and ethicality as an              

important element when it comes to their fashion consumption, only 26% of the study’s              

participants actively support brands’ corresponding initiatives with their actions (White, Hardisty           

and Habib, 2019). Likewise, academic literature supports the existence of this phenomenon,            

showing that even though attitudes are typically key antecedents of behaviour, they are only              

weakly translated into respective purchase behavior when it comes to sustainable clothing            

(Jacobs et al., 2018). In consumer studies, this discrepancy between attitude and behavior is              

commonly referred to as the ‘attitude-behavior gap’, even though other terms circulate the field,              

such as ‘ethical purchase gap’ or ‘value-action gap’. 

The clothing industry is considered to have great potential for improvement in regard to various               

aspects of sustainability, yet the market share of clothing produced in environmentally friendly             

and socially responsible ways is still lagging behind and has even shown a decrease in recent                

years (Ellen McArthur Foundation, 2017). Considering that brands follow the market’s demand,            

the gap between the attitude and the behavior of these elusive green consumers is found to be                 

one of the main reasons behind this disappointing slowdown (Jacobs et al., 2018). These facts               

clearly showcas the criticality of understanding and strategically narrowing this attitude-behavior           

gap in regard to sustainable fashion consumption. With this purpose, past literature has             

1  Sustainability in the context of this paper is defined as the processes and actions through which 
humankind avoids the exhaustion of natural resources, while ethical initiatives refer to actions that 
improve the treatment of people. This is so to create a distinction between the two. 
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investigated the barriers of consuming sustainable fashion to some extent, uncovering multiple            

factors discouraging consumers from making the sustainable choice. Higher price, low           

availability, and perceived inferior design and quality of sustainable clothing have been shown to              

be the primary reasons discouraging individuals from choosing the more environmentally           

conscious option amongst these studies (Sudbury and Böltner, 2011; Perry and Chung, 2016;             

Park and Lin, 2020).  

1.1 Research gap identification 

Although attitude-behavior gaps have received great attention by academics in recent years, the             

majority, if not all, of the existent studies within fashion have been conducted by giving the                

participants a choice between a conventional and a fundamentally-sustainable brand (Sudbury           

and Böltner, 2011; Perry and Chung, 2016; Park and Lin, 2020). No past literature has               

investigated whether this attitude-behavior gap applies to consumers interacting with a           

conventional brand that offers sustainable options. This would include the many cases of fast              

fashion brands having incorporated sustainable initiatives within their operations, following the           

demands for more environmentally conscious operations within the industry. When looking into            

the market, the most common initial sustainability-based strategy adopted by already-established           

fast fashion brands is the launch of a sustainable line. In this instance, when visiting the brand’s                 

stores, the consumer is met with the choice between this line and the brand’s other conventional                

ones. 

A great example of such a brand is H&M , a well-known and successful fast fashion brand, that                 2

has offered its Conscious Collection for ten years alongside the brand’s other conventional             

collections. However, to this day, the line has expanded only to represent 7% and 5% of the                 3

brand’s overall women’s and men’s styles respectively. This reflects a high possibility of an              

attitude-behavior gap amongst the brand’s customers, since it is safe to assume, even just based               

on profit maximization goals, that the collection would have expanded more if the demand for it                

was high. Interestingly, this case is different compared to the ones studied in the past. As                

previously mentioned, existent studies have shown the primary barriers of sustainable fashion            

2 When the H&M brand is mentioned in this study, it will be referred to as H&M. While, when 
relevant, the mother company will be referred to as the H&M Group. 
3 This calculation was based on the number of items on H&M’s Danish website. 
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consumption to be mostly the higher prices, the low availability and the inferior designs of               

sustainable garments. Yet, the Conscious Collection follows a similar style and has a comparable              

price tag to the brand’s conventional items. Prior findings, thus, cannot justify such an              

attitude-behavior gap within this context. So, if it exists, as it is presumed, what are the reasons?  

For the purpose of assisting fast fashion brands in their endeavors to become more sustainable,               

and as a consequence, protect the planet, this research gap ought to be addressed. Due to the                 

complexity of the issue and the lack of literary background, this study aims to tackle the                

identified research gap by focusing on one case. Premised on the mentioned indications of a               

potential attitude-behavior gap amongst H&M’s customers, it is the brand chosen to be the focal               

point of this research. Conducting a case study also offers the benefit of a more targeted                

approach that can allow a comprehensive study of customers’ consumption decisions, as well as              

the factors that affect them. This represents the fundamental first step in understanding the              

reasons behind an attitude-behavior gap  (Jacobs et al., 2018). 

1.2 Research objective 

This research aims to look into the attitudes and behaviors of H&M’s customers in order to                

reveal a potential gap between the two. Considering the evident deviance of this case from past                

literature’s findings on the primary barriers of sustainable fashion consumption, further insights            

are necessary in order to understand the reasoning behind such a gap. Due to this, the study takes                  

one step further into investigating the grounds of such a misalignment so as to reveal its merits.                 

Comprehending the premises of an attitude-behavior gap offers theoretical value, but also            

practical worth, as it guides fast fashion brands toward the gap’s mitigation. With the aim of                

closing the circle of this issue, the research aims to assist H&M in ensuring that its customers’                 

attitudes and behaviours are aligned to sustainable outcomes. 

The overall objective of this research is, therefore, threefold. The study intends to uncover the               

speculated attitude-behavior gap amongst H&M’s customers, understand its underlying reasons          

and, based on the findings, suggest strategic tactics for H&M to minimize such a gap. Thus, the                 

research questions to be answered are the following: 

 

6 



- Is there an attitude-behavior gap in regard to sustainable fashion consumption amongst            

H&M’s customers? 

- What are the barriers that discourage these consumers from choosing the sustainable            

options offered by H&M, even when considering themselves environmentally conscious? 

- How can the retailer nudge their behavior toward a more sustainable one? 

With the purpose of achieving the research objective, empirical data are obtained through             

semi-structured interviews with a number of H&M’s customers. Their attitudes and behaviors            

toward sustainability in the context of fast fashion are collected and observed with the intention               

of comparing them to reveal whether they align or not. In the case of a misalignment, the                 

interviews include further questions leading to conversationtopics that can uncover customers’           

perceived barriers to sustainable fashion consumption, as well as the overall underlying roots to              

this attitude-behavior gap. As a supportive theory, the Customer Motivational Scale is utilized             

for the investigation of the customers’ motivations behind their fashion consumption as they             

might pinpoint some factors discouraging them from choosing the sustainable option           

(Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017). A principal characteristic of this framework is that an             

individual’s goals are susceptible to contextual and situational elements (Barbopoulos and           

Johansson, 2017). This brings forth both internal and external motivations, addressing every            

potential cause behind someone’s behavior (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017). Following the           

method of triangulation, the study also includes data collected through observations of the             

brand’s stores and secondary sources, to verify the interview findings and their interpretation. 

Given that this attitude-behavior gap in sustainable consumption is of strategic importance for             

many corporations, academics in the consumer behavior field have investigated ways to mitigate             

it. A well-recognized and valuable tool to align individuals’ intentions and actions is the nudge               

theory (Momsen and Stoerk, 2014). The nudge theory is a concept developed initially for              

assisting policymakers to steer citizens toward more sustainable discourses, however, it has            

recently also been adopted by corporations in an attempt to motivate their customers to make               

more conscious choices (Lehner, Mont and Heiskanen, 2016). The principal of this concept is              

that strategic alterations of contextual elements within the customers’ decision-making          

environment can prompt people to adopt a more sustainable behavior (Lehner et al., 2016).              

Inspired by effective applications of ‘nudging’ to close the consumer attitude–behaviour gap in other              
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relevant domains, this paper utilizes this theory with the purpose of highlighting tactics that can be                

applied to prompt H&M’s customers toward a more sustainable consumption of fashion.  

1.3 Paper layout 

The first chapter of this paper introduces the empirical context of the research. It offers a short                 

description of the fast fashion industry and the case study, in order to provide information on the                 

study’s setting. This is followed by the theory chapter that discusses the theoretical frameworks              

supporting the analysis of the obtained data. Then an overview of the methodology is outlined, in                

order to explain and justify all methodological choices made for the design of this research. This                

section also includes a discussion on the necessary steps taken to ensure the trustworthiness of               

the research and the consideration of relevant ethical principles. The next chapter, the analysis,              

presents and discusses the empirical data collected with the purpose of reporting the findings of               

the research. Last but not least, the conclusion of the paper highlights how the findings have                

answered the research questions and, thus, achieved the overall objective of the research. This              

chapter also includes the practical and theoretical implications of the study, where the former              

section is composed of the strategic suggestions given to H&M. The very last section of the                

conclusion discusses the limitations of the study and proposes ideas for further research.  

2. Empirical context 
This chapter of the paper presents an overview of the context of the research, providing a                

short introduction to the fast fashion industry and its largest players, as well as how they have                 

incorporated sustainability in recent years, leading to the presentation of H&M’s initiatives. 

2.1 Fast fashion market 

Fast fashion is a large industry that has been growing steadily in the past few years with its value                   

reaching US$36 billion in 2019 and estimated to increase to US$43 billion by 2029 (Statista,               

2020a). By definition, fast fashion is a quick-response machine primarily guided by the business              

strategy aiming to constantly offer new low-priced garments based on the latest and most-wanted              

high-end clothing trends (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006). In essence, it consistently satisfies            

consumers’ desire for novelty. The industry is a system characterized by mass-produced and             

standardized items, designed to be easy, cheap and rapid to produce, changing the traditional              
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turnaround time of six months to merely a couple of weeks, or even less, for a design to reach the                    

mainstream consumer after it has been seen on a catwalk (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006).              

The key to success, or mere survival, in this industry, is high market responsiveness and agility                

through quick incorporation of consumer preferences into the products’ design process. 

Brands within the industry are well-known for renewing their product ranges dozens of times              

annually, attracting and serving mostly young female consumers that want to stay up-to-date             

with relevant trends (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006). This quick process has been enabled             

primarily by maximizing economies of scale and minimizing costs, which might explain the             

large size of the main players within the market. These leading brands have managed to               

minimize production and distribution lead times in order to respond faster to their customers’              

desires and close-match supply with the uncertain demand that characterizes the apparel industry             

(Cachon and Swinney, 2011).  

2.2 Market’s largest players 

When looking into the fast fashion market, numerous brands surface, which include: Urban             

Outfitters, New Yorker, Topshop, Primark, Forever 21, Mango, New Look, Next, and the list              

never ends. Yet, the industry is primarily led by two brands, Zara and H&M. Despite the lack                 

of explicit rankings on the largest players within the fast fashion industry, the world’s Top 10                

highest-valued apparel brands of 2019 place Zara on the 2nd spot of the list (valued at 18,4                 

US$ billion), while H&M is seen following up closely in 4th place (valued at 15,8 US$                

billion) (Statista, 2020b). Hence, it is rather clear that these two are the ones leading the                

market and fighting neck to neck for the leader’s spot, which H&M has held for many years.                 

2018 was the first year ZARA reached a higher revenue than its biggest rival (Statista,               

2020c), however, H&M still holds a higher share in the apparel industry (Euromonitor,             

2020). 

H&M is the oldest of the two brands and one of the first fast fashion brands to be created                   

worldwide, as it was launched in 1947 by the H&M Group. Since then, the apparel company,                

based in Sweden, has expanded to a portfolio of a wide variety of other brands, such as COS,                  

Monki, & Other Stories and ARKET (“Brands”, 2020). H&M is currently present in 125              

markets, through either its 4.492 physical stores or its e-commerce page (“Brands”, 2020). 

9 



ZARA is the flagship brand of Inditex, a Spain-based company with many other fast fashion               

brands under its umbrella, for example, Bershka, Stradivarius and Pull&Bear (“Our brands”,            

2020). Zara is the biggest and most profitable brand of the group, as it accounts for roughly                 

two-thirds of Inditex’ sales (Statista, 2020d), selling to 202 markets, in-store or online (“Our              

brands”, 2020).  

The two brands have differentiated themselves within the market through two different            

strategies. Zara controls most of its production process, which is an uncommon tactic within              

the industry. Yet, it allows the brand to have much shorter lead times, thus, producing 3 to 4                  

times more styles annually compared to other big brands, expanding its product offers to              

appeal to a broader number of customers with unique fashion senses (Jin, Chang, Matthews              

and Gupta, 2012). In contrast, H&M outsources the production of its designs, which allows              

for lower prices (Jin et al., 2012). The brand also partners with valuable figures within the                

fashion world, such as Versace and Justin Bieber, for the design of additional collections,              

unique from the mainstream pieces that circulate the industry.  

2.3 Sustainability within the fast fashion industry 

One subject that has attracted a great deal of interest and conflict within the industry, is the                 

possible connection of fast fashion with sustainable and ethical practices. As public awareness             

on environmental and moral issues increased in recent years, corporations have been pressured             

by consumers, experts and the media to pursue sustainable and ethical changes. As a result, a                

number of fast fashion brands have invested in relevant initiatives in an attempt to minimize their                

environmental footprint and improve their ethical principles. An example of such is Zara, which              

has recently announced its promise to use 100% sustainable viscose and completely green             

packaging, absolutely eradicating any single-use plastics by 2023 (Holgate, 2019). Zara further            

aims to include in its production 100% sustainable cotton and linen, as well as recycled               

polyester, by the year 2025 (Holgate, 2019). MANGO is one of the newest additions to the list of                  

fast fashion brands incorporating sustainable initiatives in their operations. The brand has only             

recently started producing denim pieces made from sustainable cotton to kick start its             

sustainability journey with the aim of using 100% sustainably-sourced cotton by 2025 (Young,             
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2020). This list includes many more brands, such as Asos, Uniqlo and Gina Tricot, while it                

expands day by day, as more and more brands switch toward a more conscious direction. 

Nonetheless the brands’ endeavors to do better for the environment and their communities, the              

pairing of fast fashion and sustainability is perceived as rather oxymoronic amongst some             

experts and consumers, due to the industry’s mere foundation. As previously mentioned, the             

industry has traditionally operated with the primary goal of constantly offering new styles             

following seasonal trends. This has the collateral effect of overconsumption and the decrease of              

the average lifespan of clothes, as consumers continuously switch the items in their wardrobe,              

following new trends (Kissane, 2016). Fast fashion’s constant production has further been            

criticized over the years, as the sheer volume of clothes manufactured annually and the necessity               

for low-cost labor and materials put high pressure on suppliers, leading to poor working              

conditions, as well as manufacturing processes that are damaging for the environment (Ellen             

McArthur Foundation, 2017). 

An impartial look into the facts and figures, however, unveils great progress in the operations of                

fast fashion brands since the analogous initiatives were launched. It is a fact that these brands                

have a long way to go in order to be considered indeed sustainable. Yet, most retailers are doing                  

their part in minimizing their environmental impact and increasing the ethical standards of their              

supply chains (“Putting the breaks on fast fashion”, 2018). Condemning their efforts due to their               

past ways of operating and the distance between their current position and their ultimate goal,               

will do the opposite of stimulating further progress.  

Understandably, an already-established fashion brand that has expanded over the years has a             

multi-layer supply chain that incorporates various different players at different locations           

following different laws and regulations. This complicates the endeavors of that brand            

attempting to make the long chain behind turning raw materials into consumer goods more              

sustainable. It is a process that needs time, as well as external assistance. It certainly requires the                 

brand’s customers’ support. If consumers pressure corporations to become more sustainable due            

to their environmentally conscious attitudes, but are not willing to shift their own behavior, fast               

fashion brands cannot advance their initiatives, as they fundamentally follow market demand.            

Conclusively, prompting consumers toward the same kind of behavior is crucial for the growth              

of sustainable initiatives and correspondingly the creation of a  better world.  
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2.4 H&M’s initiatives 

The H&M Group first incorporated sustainability within its brands’ operations in 2002, with the              

promise to the company’s stakeholders to be committed to acting responsibly in its community,              

while cooperating with multiple actors within its value chain to ensure the improvement of social               

and environmental standards at all levels of operations (The H&M Group, 2002). The company              

vowed to stay transparent with its sustainable and ethical actions and, thus, has been releasing a                

detailed report on its initiatives and the progress made on each of them annually. In all of its                  

relevant reports published throughout the years, it has been strongly highlighted how the             

company tackles all sustainability challenges and ethical issues with the support of its primary              

stakeholders, or as the company says: “by engaging changemakers” (The H&M Group, 2019:             

11). With their help, the H&M Group seems to have stayed committed to its goal to improve its                  

social and environmental efforts as its sustainable and ethical KPI achievements have been             

expanding year after year (H&M Sustainability Report, 2018).  

The organization addresses its moral responsibility and tries to enhance the ethical standards of              

its products through strong partnerships with its suppliers, as well as different policymakers and              

relevant NGOs, such as the International Labour Organization, the International Organization for            

Migration and the UN (The H&M Group, 2019). The H&M Group is utilizing its influence, size                

and scale to ensure inclusive growth and equality within its value chain, with the goal of                

contributing to a fairer and more equal world (The H&M Group, 2019). This is ensured through                

systematic assessment processes within the organization’s supply chain established to identify           

and address human rights-related issues, as well as with programs that improve wages and ensure               

that all workers within its production partnerships are heard (The H&M Group, 2019). In 2019,               

the fair-wage program reached workers associated with 88% of the company’s production            

volume, while the initiative of democratically-elected worker representation covered staff          

associated with 85% of the production’s volume. These “Fair and Equal” initiatives, as the              

corporation names them, do not exclude the company’s own employees, as it has adopted the               

same approach for its own operations.  

In regard to facing environmental issues, the H&M Group is reaching its goals by changing its                

production practices, again through supplier and colleague partnerships, and with the valuable            

support of its customers. The fast fashion giant has managed to increase its utilization of               
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recycled or other sustainably sourced materials (of its total number of used materials) from 9% in                

2012 to 57% in 2019 (The H&M Group, 2019). The company has also incorporated 96% of                

renewable energy in its overall operations, as stated in 2019 (The H&M Group, 2019).  

More specifically to H&M, the Conscious Collection has been available for 10 years             

representing fashion items that contain at least 50% of sustainable materials, such as organic              

cotton or recycled polyester (“Sustainability”, 2020). When it comes to the reinforcement of this              

kind of sustainable initiative, however, the brand needs the support of its customers, considering              

that the relevant garments need to be preferred against the other conventional items in-store, as               

demand is necessary for the expansion of the collection. Same holds true with two more               

sustainable programs launched by H&M, namely the Take Care and the Recycling initiatives.             

The former constitutes repair services offered online and in selected stores, counseling customers             

on how to maintain their clothes and elongate their life with the use of some simple tips and                  

tricks (“Sustainability”, 2020). The latter, launched in 2013, is a program prompting the brand’s              

customers to bring in their old clothes, which are then donated or recycled by the company in                 

exchange for a discount the person can use in their next in-store or online purchase               

(“Sustainability”, 2020). Since the success and growth of these sustainable initiatives are largely             

relied upon consumers’ actions, a gap between H&M’s customers’ sustainable attitudes and            

behaviors could be a serious impediment. Hence why, this paper focuses on H&M’s customers’              

engagement with these three sustainable initiatives.  

Past literature on the subject of attitude-behavior gaps has focused merely on the purchase of               

fashion items, however, H&M’s initiatives offer the opportunity for this paper to also bring forth               

sustainable attitudes and behaviors in regard to the maintenance and disposal of clothes, covering              

every stage of fashion consumption. 

3. Theoretical framework 

This chapter of the paper is dedicated to the presentation of the study’s theoretical              

framework, which consists of relevant theories and concepts, chosen with the intent to assist              

in the analysis and understanding of the research findings. These theories are defined in three               

separate sections based on the concepts they represent. 
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3.1. Customers’ motivational values 

Human behavior is a complex matter that necessitates the utilization of relevant tools in order               

to understand it. Consumer behavior is no different. Evidence suggests that a further             

understanding of consumers and their consumption behaviors can be found in the underlying             

motives that drive their actions. Preliminary research explains that consumption, like any            

other behavior, is goal-oriented, performed as a means to reach a desired end-state             

(Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2016). Overall, goals can be organized in hierarchical systems,            

in which higher-order goals are connected with sub-goals and motives, which in turn are              

linked to means and behaviors (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2016). Goals are prioritized            

based on personal preferences and needs, yet, even when one goal is focal, weaker goals are                

not dismissed and may still affect the individual’s behavior (Barbopoulos and Johansson,            

2016). This is due to people’s aim to maximize their goal fullfilment, thus, choosing means               

that can simultaneously satisfy multiple goals (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2016).  

3.1.1. Consumer Motivation Scale 

With the purpose of incorporating all dynamic elements of the construct of consumption             

goals, Barbopoulos and Johansson (2017) propose and validate an integrative,          

multi-dimensional, and context-sensitive measure, formalized as the Consumer Motivation         

Scale (CMS). In this framework, consumption goals are categorized in three main master             

goals: gain, hedonic and normative, consisting of seven sub-goals.  

The gain goal entails the guarding or improving one's resources and includes sub-goals             

dealing with saving money, increasing returns/value and addressing threats to the individual’s            

financial security (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017). This master goal is, thus, represented            

by three sub-goals: value for money, quality, and security (Barbopoulos and Johansson,            

2017). The gain goal makes consumers more sensitive to variations in cost and perceived              

value. Strong economic motivations can easily set aside or weaken other motivations, such as              

moral obligations and personal responsibilities (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2016). 

The hedonic goal is associated with feeling better at the current time and, thus, is composed                

of sub-goals associated with pleasure, excitement and avoiding effort (Barbopoulos and           

Johansson, 2017). Contrary to common belief, hedonism is not a unidimensional construct            

characterized by a spectrum of pleasant to unpleasant sensations. Individuals might prefer a             
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stimulating situation or a comfortable alternative, while both are related to well-being. To             

account for this, the framework incorporates two dimensions for this master goal, stimulation,             

and comfort, which represent both valence and arousal (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017).            

When this goal is active, consumers show higher sensitivity to changes in mood, pleasure and               

energy levels, while they rather neglect gain and normative goals. 

In contrast to the first two master goals, the last one, the normative goal, is not related to                  

self-interest. Instead, this goal focuses on how to act appropriately, so it incorporates social              

norms and moral obligations (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017). In order to become active,             

this goal requires external support through social sanctions and moralization (Barbopoulos           

and Johansson, 2017). When it is activated, it commonly leads to pro-social and             

pro-environmental behaviors. Since normative goals can be internal (based on personal           

opinions) or external (based on opinions of others), this master goal is represented by two               

sub-goals, ethics and social acceptance (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017). Despite the           

highly influential nature of norms, research has shown that normative goals can easily be set               

aside by other goals. 

Within their paper, Barbopoulos and Johansson (2017) also provide a detailed 34-item            

measure as a tool that can assist market research, as it incorporates all seven sub-goals, as                

well as common answers that can be given by consumers that correspond to each of them (see                 

the measure in Appendix A). This is a convenient tool utilized for the analysis process of this                 

study, in order to translate the participants’ words into the underlying motivations they             

reflect, which allowed the understanding of the participants’ prioritization of consumption           

goals. 

An element of this theory that is highly relevant to this study is the fact that it incorporates                  

the perception that consumption goals, similar to every other cognitive construct, are            

susceptible to environmental factors and conditions (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017). That           

simply means that individuals’ preferences and evaluation of the available means that can             

serve their needs are connected to the situation at hand. This can enable the examination and                

understanding of which goals are activated in which situations and due to what factors, and               

how they may alter as a response to a situational change (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2016).               

In the case of an attitude-behavior gap this provides valuable knowledge, as it can guide the                
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choice of the most effective strategies that can lead consumers to such behavior that              

minimizes such a gap (Barbopoulos and Johansson, 2017). 

3.2. Customer experience and the customer journey  

3.2.1. Customer experience  
The notion that consumers base their purchase decisions not only on the functional benefits of               

a product but also on the experiential aspects of a brand’s offers is, by now, a                

well-established and substantial concept within consumer behavior research. In fact, it is            

widely proven that an excellent and emotion-rich customer experience can differentiate a            

brand from its competitors and positively affect sales, WOM and brand loyalty (Zarantonello             

and Schmitt, 2010). As a result, both academics and practitioners have recognized its             

importance in developing market strategies, as brands need to offer unique and memorable             

experiences in order to stay competitive in the market.  

Drawing from existent literature, customer experience can be more precisely defined as            

“subjective, internal consumer responses (sensations, feelings, and cognitions) and behavioral          

responses evoked by brand-related stimuli that are part of a brand’s design and identity,              

packaging, communications, and environments” (Brakus, Zarantonello and Schmitt, 2009:         

53). These brand-related stimuli may include, for example, brand-associated colors, slogans,           

personnel and store/website design elements (Brakus et al., 2009).  

Brand experiences are stored in the mind of the consumers and can vary in intensity and                

valence, leading to short-lived or enduring, positive or negative memories (Brakus, et al.,             

2009). To be memorable, the brand encounter needs to generate personal relevance, learning,             

novelty, surprise and/or engagement for the customer (Bustamante and Rubio, 2017). In other             

words, the customer experience is more prominent when the brand can connect with the              

individual on a level that makes them feel immersed in the encounter (Bustamante and Rubio,               

2017).  

Customer experiences are holistic constructs that occur at any interaction the customer may             

have with a brand and they represent the customers’ subjective perception of those             

interactions (Bustamante and Rubio, 2017). Thus, in order to achieve long-lasting brand            

experiences, there is a necessity for the brand to understand how consumers perceive             
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different interactions and how they can be designed to evoke positive responses (Iglesias,             

Markovic and Rialp, 2019). For the purpose of acknowledging every customer-brand           

interaction and its effect, the notion of the customer journey has been developed. 

3.2.2. Customer journey 

The customer journey can be described as the path of different brand interactions a customer               

encounters during the purchase cycle (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). The term takes into             

account all processual and experiential aspects of the service process as seen from the              

customer’s viewpoint. Due to the contemporary importance of the customer experience,           

designing and managing the customer journey is of critical importance for every brand. 

In greater depth, the customer journey is a dynamic process that flows from the pre-purchase               

to the purchase and the post-purchase stage, including the complete sum of experiences a              

customer has with the brand (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). The pre-purchase stage practically             

encompasses every step from the recognition of a need/goal/impulse to the consideration of             

somehow satisfying that need/goal/impulse (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). The second stage -            

purchase - incorporates every interaction the customer has with the brand and its             

physical/digital environments during the event of the purchase (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).            

This step includes actions such as making a choice, ordering and completing the payment.              

The last stage of the cycle - post-purchase - is composed of all the encounters the customer                 

has with the brand following the purchase of the product or service (Lemon and Verhoef,               

2016). Here the use and consumption of the product/service take place, along with any other               

post-purchase engagement.  

At any stage of the journey, past experiences and external factors might affect the customer’s               

current experience, adding to the complexity of the construct (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).             

The journey’s dynamic nature also stems from the countless interactions, between the brand             

and the customer that occur across multiple channels and at various points in time, which               

constitute its touchpoints. These touchpoints can be brand-owned, but also partner-owned,           

customer-owned or social/external (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). Thus, the overall journey is            

not created only by encounters the brand can manage (e.g. e-commerce design, store             

environment), but also factors outside the brand’s control (e.g. online reviews, peer            

influence). Despite the complexity, it is critical for the brand to understand the journey from               
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the customers’ perspective and identify the most critical touchpoints that have the most             

significant influence on key customer outcomes in order to design a seamless and positive              

experience (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). In order to do that, the brand needs to leverage the                

touchpoints and platforms it can control or influence to some degree (Lemon and Werhoef,              

2016). 

3.2.3. Touchpoint elements 

With the purpose of assisting managers in understanding the dynamic nature of the customer              

journey and orchestrating it, Stein and Ramaseshan (2016) attempted to disentangle the            

journey’s touchpoints by categorizing them into seven distinct themes of elements. Starting            

with the atmospheric elements, the authors included in this category all physical            

characteristics that catch the eye of the customer in their surroundings when interacting with              

the brand (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). These apply for both physical and digital channels              

and include their layout, music, colors, lighting, graphics, and so on. The technological             

elements, as the name suggests, relate to customers’ direct interactions with any form of              

technology during their journey, that being, for example, when using the brand’s website,             

social media or point-of-sale tablets in-store (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). These encounters            

can easily have a beneficial or a destructive effect on the customer experience depending on               

whether it leads to a convenient and easy situation for the consumer or a frustrating one. The                 

communicative elements of the journey correspond to any one-way communication content or            

messages sent by the brand to the customers in an informational or promotional manner              

(Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). As relevant information plays a crucial role during all stages              

of the customer journey, the communication element is a very important aspect of the              

experience (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). 

The process the customers need to go through to achieve a specific outcome at any               

touchpoint is another element of the journey that can affect the individual’s evaluations of the               

brand encounter (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). Different procedural aspects of the journey            

are included in this category, such as waiting-time, service delivery process, and navigation,             

which can feature across many physical and digital platforms (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016).             

The next element, the employee-customer interaction, refers to the individual’s encounters           

with the brand’s personnel (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). These are not limited to in-store              
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interactions, as phone, email and online conversations are also included, however, this            

element has been found to be critical for in-store purchases (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016).              

On the same wavelength, since every customer comes in contact with other customers during              

their journey, the element of customer-customer interaction is also included in the framework             

(Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). This covers both social interactions with other individuals as             

well as the mere presence of others. For example conversations on online review platforms              

can affect someone’s pre-purchase experience, while a crowded store might discourage them            

from exploring it. The last element incorporates the product interaction customers have with             

the brand’s tangible or intangible product (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016). These include the             

direct (e.g. use of the product) and the indirect (e.g. view of product displays) encounters the                

customer might have with the product (Stein and Ramaseshan, 2016).  

Drawing from the overall findings of Stein and Ramaseshan’s (2016) paper, evidently, every             

journey touchpoint is composed of different combinations of the identified elements, varying            

based on the platform used and the stage in the customer journey (Stein and Ramaseshan,               

2016). These elements form the grounds for customers to evaluate their experience on a              

subjective and contextual basis at different touchpoints. Accordingly, understanding the          

elements’ effect on customers and utilizing them to create prominent customer experience            

can lead to a competitive advantage.  

3.2.4. Physical and online stores 

For retailers, such as H&M, an important brand-owned platform within the customer journey             

is the store. Whether it is physical or online, the store is a significant element of the retailer’s                  

service offering, thus, critical for the customer experience they provide. Relevant literature            

has shown that the servicescape, the actual space in which the product is purchased or               

consumed, is said to highly influence the decision-making process (Kotler, 1974). Similarly,            

Bitner (1992) argued that the servicescape is a significant component in consumers’            

perceptions of the brand, as well as their cognitive and emotional evaluations that lead to               

behavioral responses during the customer experience.  

As a means to take advantage of servicescape’s impact on consumers’ responses, brands             

ought to utilize the concept of atmospherics, which is the conscious designing of the retail               

space aimed to generate specific consumer reactions and actions (Kotler, 1974). Considering            
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that the same connection has been shown to apply in the case of online stores and online                 

consumer behavior, e-atmospherics are also of high importance for brands that own an             

e-shop, such as H&M (Eroglu, Machleit and Davis, 2003). This concept urges retailers,             

especially ones selling lifestyle items, such as clothes, to take advantage of their store space               

in order to guide their customers’ behavior (Kotler, 1974). 

By bringing together the concept of the customer journey’s touchpoint elements and the             

strategic design of atmosphercis, a brand, such as H&M, can influence the experience a              

customer receives, as well as potentially influence their behavior in a way that could              

minimize the attitude-behavior gap that possibly exists between its customers. Still, a            

strategic tool suggesting how the space can be altered in order to achieve this goal is required.                 

The nudge theory is, thus, utilized.  

3.3. Nudge theory 

Traditionally, humans have been portrayed as utility maximizers with perfect information           

processing capacity, who can always rationally determine and choose the most beneficial            

option. Yet, in many occasions behavioral sciences have proven that people frequently make             

irrational decisions due to contextual and situational factors, demonstrating that humans often            

rely on mental shortcuts instead of making deliberate choices (Lehner, Mont and Heiskanen,             

2016). In simpler words, as humans, we are susceptible to various biases that can lead us to                 

poor decisions.  

With the intention of assisting people in making decisions that benefit them, as an individual,               

and/or society, behavioral academics, Thaler and Sunstein (2008), developed the nudge           

theory. Nudges refer to purposeful alterations in people’s choice architecture that guide and             

enable individuals to make choices almost automatically (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). In this             

definition, the choice architecture is described as the informational or physical structure of             

the decision environment that may affect the person’s option consideration (Lehner et al.,             

2016). Within behavioral sciences, every situation represents some kind of choice           

architecture, even if it is not purposefully designed for a specific effect. 

Thus, nudges are liberty-preserving approaches that guide individuals toward one desired           

outcome, while still retaining their power to choose amongst alternatives (Lehner et al.,             

2016). They are commonly understood as a gentle push toward a specific behavior that is               
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socially-considered to be desired but has not been adopted fully. Such a gentle push can be                

implemented without forbidding any available options nor significantly changing people’s          

economic incentives (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). An example would be to place fresh             

produce right after the entrance of a supermarket to increase consumers’ consumption of             

vegetables as they are considered a healthy food choice. 

3.3.1. How nudging works 

Most nudges build on the dual process model of cognition, which explains human behavior as               

governed by two systems of thinking and deciding (Lehner et al., 2016). System one              

dominates decisions and actions made almost automatically without much cognitive effort,           

relying on an intuitive and automatic style of thinking, as well as mental shortcuts and biases                

(Kahneman, 2011). System two relies on a more deliberate mental effort that requires slow,              

reflective, and controlled cognitive processes (Kahneman, 2011). Nudging, in contrast to           

other policy tools for changing behavior, targets decisions made based on system one, with              

the purpose of minimizing biases and, thus, the errors in human behavior due to limited               

cognitive effort put into the decision making process (Lehner et al., 2016). 

3.3.2. Nudge tools 

Nudge is a collective term for a number of tools that can be used in order to influence an                   

individual's behavior. Lehner et al. (2016) outline four groups of behavioural nudging tools, namely:              

simplification and framing of information, changes to the physical environment, changes to the             

default policy and the use of social norms.  

The first tool builds on the understanding that the amount of information an individual faces,               

as well as how that is presented, can affect their cognitive responses (Lehner et al., 2016).                

The nudging tool is then the provision of straightforward and relevant information, displayed             

in a way that can be understood with the individual’s information processing capabilities and              

decision-making processes. The tool also utilizes the framing of the given information, as it              

can activate certain values and attitudes (Lehner et al., 2016).  

The second tool takes into consideration the influence an individual’s physical environment            

can have on their decisions and actions. Nudging in this case is to strategically modify and                
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design that environment, based on behavioral research, with the intent of guiding the             

individual toward the desired decision (Lehner et al., 2016).  

The next available nudging instrument is founded on human’s natural inertia and            

procrastination tendencies (Lehner et al., 2016). Evidently individuals tend to choose           

preselected options (i.e., defaults) to make their decision-making process easier and faster. As             

such, if the default option is set to what is considered the best for the               

environment/society/individual, people would easily go in that direction. In essence, the           

nudge is to design an “opt-out” contract, instead of an “opt-in” one, where less effort would                

be necessary to choose the desired option and more energy would be necessary for the choice                

of a different option. 

The last tool is based on the principle that individuals are strongly influenced by society and                

others’ behaviors (Lehner et al., 2016). As humans are social beings, social norms have a               

strong force on our behavior. By emphasizing on relevant norms in a visible and salient               

manner, a nudge is created that could steer people to choose the desired outcome (Lehner et                

al., 2016).  

3.3.3. Corporations adopting nudging 

Originally, this theory and its tools were utilized by policymakers with the aim of increasing               

policy effectiveness, as a complement to traditional instruments, such as laws and regulations             

(Lehner et al., 2016). In recent years, many businesses have followed their steps and              

gradually adopted the core principles of the discipline, prompting consumers towards more            

sustainable behaviors (Lehner et al., 2016). A common nudging tactic adopted by retailers is              

the placement of organic products on shelves that are exactly at the eye height of the                

consumer so they are the first ones noticed. Another one is the decrease of plate sizes at                 

buffets with the intent of decreasing food waste, a strategy that has been proven effective               

(Lehner et al., 2016).  

In both the case of policemakers and the case of corporations utilizing this tool, the idea of                 

nudging individuals toward a specific choice can be considered a controversial act, even seen              

as a threat to personal autonomy (Lehner et al., 2016). However, if nudges are employed               

correctly, following the principal guidelines of not eliminating any available options,           

individuals always have the liberty to choose what they want and need. Furthemore, data on               
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public acceptance of nudges worldwide show an enthusiastic permission of relevant tools by             

the majority of individuals as long as the underlying intentions are legitimate and the nudges’               

objective is consistent with people's values and interests (Sunstein, Reisch and Kaiser, 2018).             

In all instances, nudges ought to be used carefully and with high levels of transparency, yet,                

under these circumstances, nudging has been shown to represent an effective strategy for             

changing the behavior of individuals, whether citizens or consumers, toward more sustainable            

discourses and other moral actions (Lehner et al., 2016).  

4. Methodology 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide reasoning for the primary methodological choices of               

this research. These choices were guided by the study’s objective intended to discover the              

presumed attitude-behavior gap amongst H&M’s customers, highlight its reasons and          

propose relevant strategies for H&M to close this gap.  

All methodological decisions have been made following the research “onion” framework           

presented by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012) (see Appendix B). The framework also             

serves as a guide for the layout of this chapter. It consists of four parts that are considered                  

essential for substantiating the quality of this study. The first section presents and discusses              

the research philosophy, providing the assumptions and principles that serve as the            

foundation of the research. The second section reviews the rationale behind the chosen             

research approach, which leads to the third section that explains the overall research strategy.              

This part addresses the research design that led to the selection of the most suitable methods                

employed for the collection and analysis of the data. The last section includes the ethical               

considerations that have been taken into account, as well as the steps that validate the quality                

of the study.  

4.1 Research philosophy  
Before jumping into the research approach and design employed in this paper, it is only               

appropriate to outline the study’s philosophical underpinnings, which represent the core of            

the research.  
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Since this study aims to explore the attitudes and behaviors of consumers, its purpose is to                

examine and understand social actors’ beliefs and motives, following the research philosophy            

of interpretivism. This notion is commonly used when aiming to understand knowledge            

related to human and social sciences (Saunders et al., 2012). Interpretivism, in contrast to              

positivism, does not seek an objective perspective, but for a meaning in the subjective              

experiences of individuals engaging in social interactions, as every human interprets the            

world differently (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus, in order to understand consumers, this             

research aims to directly interact with them in order to gain in-depth insight into their lives                

and gain an empathetic understanding of why they act the way that they do. The goal is to                  

give them a platform where they can openly tell their story and observe how they explain                

their stance and behavior. As a result, the information collected will clearly reflect their              

attitudes and opinions, as well as their behavioral motivations and barriers, reaching the             

fundamental objective of the study.  

A crucial part of this philosophical position is that the researcher must adopt an empathetic               

stance, in order to understand the social setting from the research objects’ point of view and                

examine their internal ideas, values, motives, feelings and experiences (Saunders et al.,            

2012). This brings forth the challenge of setting aside any pre-set assumptions and             

taken-for-granted views the researcher may have already, therefore seeing the phenomenon           

from new angles and different contexts (Saunders et al., 2012).  

As a consequence of adopting this philosophy, this research embraces the perspective that             

reality is subjective, socially-constructed and culturally situated (Saunders et al., 2012).           

Hence, the ontological position of this study, in other words, the theory of what constitutes               

reality, is one of relativism. Relativists suggest that there are multiple realities, instead of one,               

because of subjectively-constructed perceptions of the world, affected by social norms and            

cultural contexts (Given, 2008). The way people perceive the world and the construction of              

this reality is, thus, not an isolated event but relative to the social world. So this study’s aim is                   

not to discover an absolute objective truth, but to investigate consumers’ perceptions of             

sustainability and sustainable fashion consumption, as these can be defined and experienced            

differently by different people.  
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Consistently, in regard to the paper’s epistemological grounds, that is to say what constitutes              

acceptable knowledge within this field, the study is built upon social constructionism. The             

social constructionist inquiry is “principally concerned with explicating the processes by           

which people come to describe, explain, or otherwise account for the world (including             

themselves) in which they live” (Gergen, 1985: 266). Its main premise is that individuals and               

their reality are shaped by social processes (Gergen, 1985). Adopting this approach to             

obtaining knowledge enables me to look at the research topic from the consumers’             

perceptions and get a more holistic overview of the issue by exploring their views and               

realities. Furthermore, as this perspective brings forth the notion that a person’s reality and              

identity is constructed by dynamic social interactions, it can uncover external factors that             

alter and influence the individual’s opinions and actions. This can clarify the reasons behind              

the potential existence of a misalignment between consumers' attitude toward sustainability           

and their corresponding actions. 

4.2 Research approach 
Within methodological literature there are three primary research approaches, namely          

deduction, induction and, the most recently systematized one, abduction. Deductive          

approaches are concerned with developing specific hypotheses based on established theories           

and testing them in the real world, moving from theory to data (Dubois and Gadde, 2002).                

Inductive approaches rely on the ‘grounded theory’ and aim to generate theories based on              

observations, thus, moving from data to theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). An abductive             

approach starts from an incomplete set of observations that it aims to interpret through the               

constant interplay between relevant theory and empirical data that can lead to plausible             

explanations (Dubois and Gadde, 2002).  

As this study aims to investigate and understand the existence of an attitude-behavior gap in               

regard to sustainable fashion consumption within fast fashion, adopting an abductive           

reasoning is the most fitting approach. This is due to the potential abduction offers, moving               

back and forth between theory and data in order to identify relevant patterns and themes that                

explain the phenomenon being investigated (Saunders et al., 2012). The constant interplay            

between data and theory also offers the benefit of changing or expanding the utilized              

theoretical framework due to the identification of unexpected information during the data            
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collection process (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). This ensures the complimenting pairing of            

existing theories with the empirical data at hand for the correct understanding of the issue.               

Thus, within an abductive approach phenomena are considered in the light of existent theory,              

yet, the research is not constrained by it (Dubois and Gadde, 2002).  

Abductive reasoning is more often than not paired with qualitative methods as they offer an               

open and interactive process, enabling participants to use their own words and share their              

views with no limitations (Given, 2008). Accordingly, this study follows a qualitative            

research design, which can employ a variety of non-standardized data collection procedures            

and analytical techniques (Saunder, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012) The purpose of such a study              

is to understand how the participants derive meaning from their surroundings, and how their              

meaning influences their behavior (Saunders et al., 2012). This perfectly aligns with the             

objective of this study, as it aims to obtain information on consumers’ opinions, thoughts and               

behaviors in order to examine the possible existence of an attitude-behavior gap in the              

context of H&M. Understanding and investigating such a phenomenon calls for a study with              

exploratory nature, which calls for open-ended questions and an in-depth investigation of the             

issue at hand. Thus, there is coherence between the research approach, design and nature of               

this study.  

4.3 Research strategy 
Research strategy is the plan that guides the overall decision-making and group of actions              

carried out to achieve the goal of answering the research questions and, thus, fulfilling the               

research objective (Saunders et al., 2012). Considering that the phenomenon investigated by            

this research is one few have considered before, a single case study has been chosen as the                 

overall strategy, offering the opportunity to gain richer insights by investigating the            

phenomenon at hand within a specific context (Saunders et al., 2012). This is suggested as a                

suitable strategy when a study is directed toward the analysis of a number of interdependent               

variables in complex structures (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). As for example with this study              

that aims to explore and understand all plausible reasons behind the potential misalignment of              

attitudes and behaviors held by consumers. 

H&M is chosen as the case study of this paper, due to the noticed limited expansion of its                  

sustainable collection over the ten years of its existence, which can indicate that an              
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attitude-behavior gap is very possible to exist amongst its customers. At the same time, the               

primary barriers of sustainable fashion consumption (higher price, inferior design, low           

availability), highlighted by past literature, are not applicable to the case of this collection, as               

it includes numerous pieces that have identical styles and prices to the brand’s conventional              

lines. In addition to this, H&M represents a great case for investigating attitude-behavior gaps              

in regard to sustainable consumption in fast fashion, being one of the leaders within the               

industry and having various sustainable initiatives. The brand has a number of opportunities             

for its customers to behave more sustainably, i.e. the Conscious Collection, Recycling            

Program and Take Care guidance. 

In order to investigate the above case study, there are a number of methodological choices               

that ought to be made, always in accordance with the overall goal of the research. These                

include the specific tactics utilized for the collection and analysis of the data, which are               

presented and discussed in the next sections. Every choice has been made in coherence with               

the philosophical foundation of the study, while every element is consistent across the entire              

strategy (Saunders et al., 2012). 

4.3.1 Data collection methods 

It is customary for researchers to utilize the method of triangulation when focusing on one               

case study, especially when applying an abductive approach to the investigation (Dubois and             

Gadde, 2002; Saunders et al., 2012). This means that more than one source of data are                

utilized in order to verify the legitimacy of the information collected. Moving from             

observations to interviews, or vice versa, is a common data collection direction for             

understanding a case study (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). The same pairing of primary sources              

has been utilized in this research, followed by additional secondary data for the further              

verification of the primary data collected.  

Primary data 

Interviews 

In coherence with the abductive approach of this study, as well as its exploratory and               

qualitative nature, non-standardized interviews have been chosen as the data collection           

method for obtaining information about H&M’s customers’ attitudes and behaviors. In-depth           
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non-standardized interviews were considered as an option for providing complete freedom to            

the participants to discuss the topic in any way, shape or form. Yet, interviews with               

non-pre-formulated questions run the risk of easily drifting away from the objective of the              

research, ultimately collecting none of the necessary data. Thus, semi-structured interviews           

have been conducted guided by three overall themes. They were composed of some key              

questions, allowing to obtain essential information, yet leaving room for an open discussion             

depending on the flow of the conversation (see examples of key questions included in each of                

the three themes in Appendix C). The primary objective of this method is to reach insights on                 

participants’ attitudes toward sustainability and their actual behavior in regard to sustainable            

fashion consumption when interacting with H&M, in order to discover whether an            

attitude-behavior gap exists. 

As this study has been carried out during the Covid-19 pandemic, participants were given the               

option of a face-to-face interview or an interview over the phone, depending on which setting               

they were the most comfortable with. Thus, half of the interviews were conducted in person               

and half over the phone. In order to avoid the potential lack of trust during the phone                 

interviews, due to the absence of an in-person interaction, I always ensured to have a short                

discussion with every participant before starting the interview, which created a more friendly             

environment and comfortable setting for them.  

Interview guide 

Before conducting the interviews, an interview guide was carefully developed, including, as            

aforementioned, three overall themes: fashion, sustainability and H&M (see examples of the            

key questions included in each one in Appendix C). This enabled me to direct each interview                

to the desired area of interest, ensuring the collection of the necessary data in order to answer                 

the research questions. The guide included all the essential questions, while a sequence of              

additional questions were added on the spot depending on the participants’ answers, with the              

purpose of diving further into a topic mentioned. However, the order of the questions was not                

set, so to create a more fluid discussion with each individual and follow the natural flow of                 

the conversation. 

The interview guide also included a summary of the research subject at the start of every                

conversation. The purpose of such an introduction was to ease the participants by letting them               
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know the structure of the interview and the overall topics that were to be discussed. However,                

as it has been proven that study participants tend to try to give the answers the researcher                 

expects or wishes for, the participants were only told the research purpose in broader terms so                

as to eliminate any biased answers (SOURCE). 

Population, sample and sampling methods 

Ahead of selecting the participants of the study, the research population was specified. Due to               

the objective of this study to uncover a possible attitude-behavior gap in the case of H&M’s                

customers, the research focuses on individuals that, first of all, represent the primary             

customer group of the brand, and second of all, show signs of an environmentally conscious               

attitude. Traditionally, market research has always shown women spending more time, effort            

and money on fashion items compared to men, composing the group that fashion caters the               

most (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006). In regard to age groups, within the fast fashion              

industry millennials (born between 1982 and 1996) represent the biggest target market,            

mainly due to the group’s significant spending power (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006).            

However, research has also shown that millennials have recently started to be interested in              

sustainability issues and push corporations toward more conscious actions (Lee et al., 2017).             

Consequently, women in the ages of 23 to 38 represent a group highly invested in fashion                

that purchases mostly from fast fashion brands, compared to other age groups, and shows              

signs of interest in sustainability. These are the reasons why this group composes the              

population of this study and was selected with the premise to offer valuable insights into the                

brand’s most profitable customer group that also shows promise to support its sustainable             

initiatives. 

Understandably, it is impossible to interview every customer composing the population of the             

study, due to resource constraints, such as limited financial support and time availability.             

Thus, the research investigates a smaller group, or in other words, a sample. Considering that               

there is no sampling frame available for the given population, a probability sampling is not               

feasible, so a non-probability sampling method has been utilized for the recruitment of             

participants (Saunders et al., 2012). The snowball sampling technique was employed by            

making the initial contact with one identified case from the population and then asking the               

person to identify further cases that would be willing to participate in the study. The derived                

sample consists of 6 millennial women that were recruited in Denmark, a sample that can be                
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considered sufficient in size when working with semi-structured interviews in a qualitative            

study (Saunders et al., 2012).  

Due to the promise of keeping the study’s participants anonymous throughout the process of              

the research, the obtained information is presented with the use of simple pseudonyms (i.e.              

Participant A, Participant B and so on). This can ensure the confidentiality of the individuals’               

identity, while still offering a distinction between each individual when referring to their             

demographic characteristics, as well as their opinions through the use of interview quotes in              

the analysis chapter of the paper. The choice to assign numerical identifiers instead of              

random names was made due to the fact that this manner offers the benefit of showcasing the                 

findings in an objective and impartial way, avoiding any possible biases due to the readers’               

preferences in names. In this case, the readers’ attention is also focused on the information               

presented, rather than the name of the participant.  

Demographics 

The participants of the study happened to all be in their 20s, covering all ages from 24 to 29,                   

as seen in Table 1. One of the first similarities noticed between the participants is the rather                 

high level of education shared between them, as they all have a Bachelor’s or a Master’s                

degree (Table 1). The participants’ professions show a large variety of career direction, thus, a               

potential difference in interests, as their occupations span from marketing to physiotherapy, to HR, to               

consultancy within the public sector (Table 1). Likewise, the diverse origins of the participants can be                

related to different backgrounds and cultures, creating a group of rather heterogeneous consumers. At              

the same time, as they all have lived in Denmark for many years could mean that they, as consumers,                   

have been affected by the Danish way of thinking and buying (Table 1).  

Demographics Participant A Participant B Participant C Participant D Participant E Participant F 

Age 24 27 26 28 25 29 

Education 
Bachelor's in 
physiotherapy 

Master's in English 
& Cultural 
Encounters 

Master's 
degree 

Master's degree 
Master's in Brand & 
Com. Management 

Master's degree 

Profession Physiotherapist 
Consultant in the 

public sector 
Digital 

marketing 
Brand & Com. 
Management 

Branding student 
assistant 

Consultant in HR 

Home country Greece/Denmark Greece Sweden Lithuania Denmark The Netherlands 

Years of Danish 
residency 

6 years 9 years 2 years 9 years 25 years/ all life 5 years 

Table 1. Demographics 
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Interview recording and transcription 

Every interview was recorded in order to allow the interviewer to concentrate on the              

conversation with each participant, instead of focusing on taking notes, which can act as a               

distraction for both sides. Every recording was then transcribed, in order to have a complete               

textual representation of the data to rely on for its analysis. As the first step, the transcription                 

was facilitated by the use of a voice-recognition program, otter-ai, which was followed by a               

manual comparison of the resulted transcript against the original recording of the interview to              

resolve any errors made by the software. Across all transcriptions, standard punctuation has             

been utilized (e.g. commas, question marks and periods) to assist the reading of the transcript,               

while verbal tics (i.e. like, you know, uh, etc.) have been edited out of the text, as it can be a                     

distraction for the reader. Furthermore, a summary for each interview was produced with the              

purpose of offering a condensed and concise overview of the information obtained through             

the conversations had with the study’s participants (these can be found in Appendix D). The               

audio file including all audio recordings of the interviews is also provided as an additional               

document to this paper. 

In-store observations 

In order to further understand the in-store experience of a customer at H&M and how the                

brand communicates its conscious initiatives with its store visitors, Also engaged in a             

mystery-shopper market research. Again, due to resource restrictions, the focus was mainly            

on the stores located in Copenhagen. Four out of the six H&M brand stores located within the                 

city were visited with the purpose of observing the way the brand interacted with its               

customers in regard to its sustainable actions, including the extent of information offered and              

the level of nudging toward a more environmentally conscious customer behavior. All            

observations of informative signs and labels or the lack thereof, as well as the store design                

and layout have been documented with notes and pictures. Notes were also taken on the               

staff’s input when asked about the actions of the brand toward more conscious promises and               

actions. Any relevant information was recorded on the spot, during or shortly after the visit in                

the store, in the form of field data.  
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Secondary data: Online articles and reviews 
Following the aforementioned method of triangulation for richer and more well-rounded data,            

secondary sources have also been included in this research. Secondary data are generally             

defined as data that have already been collected for some other purpose, which the researcher               

further analyses to obtain conclusions that will support the objective of their research             

(Saunders et al., 2012). For this study, documentary secondary data have primarily been             

collected from sources such as journals, magazine and newspaper articles, web pages, online             

reviews and so on (Saunders et al., 2012). The purpose is to gain more insights on H&M’s                 

ways of interacting with its customers, as well as its ways of educating them on sustainable                

issues and its corresponding promises and actions toward them. Utilizing secondary data as             

an extension of the primary data obtained, offers the advantage of placing this study’s own               

findings in a more general context providing a useful comparison (Saunders et al., 2012). Yet,               

secondary sources ought to be chosen carefully to ensure high data quality and an alignment               

with the purpose of the study at hand, a point that has been taken into consideration when                 

studying H&M and its customers. 

4.3.2 Data analysis procedure 
As discussed earlier, this research follows an interpretive philosophy that is based on social              

constructivism, which generally indicates that researchers need to make sense of meanings            

that are socially constructed and subjective. Due to the study’s nature, the obtained data can               

be considered rather complex and are large in volume, requiring their analysis to be sensitive               

to the above characteristics (Saunders et al., 2012). Also, considering that in this kind of               

research meanings are derived principally from words and not numbers, the interaction            

between data collection and data analysis is what determines the quality of the study              

(Saunders et al., 2012). In conclusion, the data analysis in a research, such as this one,                

represents a very crucial piece to the puzzle.  

Interview data analysis 

Guided by the framework developed by Miles and Huberman (1994), this study has             

completed the analysis of the obtained data following three principal concurrent           

sub-processes: the data reduction, the data display, and the conclusion drawing/verification.           

During the first step, the data reduction, the assembled data is scrutinized with the aim of determining                 

32 



which aspects should be emphasized, minimized, or set aside completely for the purpose of the study                

(Miles and Huberman, 1994). The data are, thus, summarized and condensed so to be more               

understandable and manageable for me when analyzing them. The second phase of the model, the data                

display, requires an organized and compressed gathering of the important information to provide a              

visual representation of the information that permits conclusion drawing (Miles and Huberman, 1994).             

At this point the data are assembled into summary diagramatic or visual displays, such as matrices and                 

networks (Saunders et al., 2012). The data obtained in this study were categorized into four groups,                

based on the topic which they refer to, and were displayed into four corresponding tables (see                

Appendix E). The third step of the analysis, the conclusion drawing and verification, requires the               

researcher to step back and consider what the gathered data mean and what their implications are for                 

the given research (Miles and Huberman, 1994). In essence, at this stage I identified patterns and                

categories, as well as the relationships between them, in ways that provide structures in order               

to answer the study’s research questions. 

Coding 

For the purpose of identifying and arranging the ideas and concepts within the collected data,               

open coding has been utilized, a process where the data are categorized into conceptual units               

and provided with a label (Saunders et al., 2012). In Vivo coding was the technique used for                 

deriving names for the codes, which assigns “a label to a section of data, such as an interview                  

transcript, using a word or short phrase taken from that section of the data” (Given, 2008:                

473). The most significant benefit of this tool, and the primary reason why it is used by                 

researchers in explorative studies, is that it captures key elements of what the participants are               

describing, as it employs their own words (Given, 2008). 

Observational data and secondary data analysis  

For the analysis of the data collected through observations and those obtained through             

secondary sources, the method of thematic analysis has been employed, a technique            

commonly used within qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2012). This analytical approach            

searches for patterns that capture the important concepts within the given data set, which is               

facilitated by the process of thematic coding (Given, 2008). Similarly to InVivo coding,             

thematic coding is a strategic process that reduces, segments and summarizes the collected             

data in a way that brings forth valuable patterns. Yet, in this case, the process begins with                 

known, or at least, anticipated themes, based on the data collected from the interviews. The               
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product of this analysis is the description of the prevailing patterns and the connections that               

unites them.  

4.4 Considerations of ethics and quality 

In the field of consumer behavior research, ethics and social appropriateness are both central              

and crucial, since the associated studies revolve around human objects and investigate their             

thoughts and behaviors. Principal standards of conduct ought to be respected and carried out              

for a study to be considered morally credible. Another aspect that increases the             

trustworthiness of a research relates to its level of quality. Both of these aspects are discussed                

in this section in relation to this study. 

4.4.1 Ethical concerns 

When undertaking any kind of research, possible ethical issues ought to be considered and              

dealt with at different stages of the study process. With the purpose of recognizing any               

potential moral issues and avoiding, or at least, minimizing harm, Ihave followed a             

commonly used code of ethics, containing a set of principles that can be applied within the                

context of any research. 

In this study, most potential moral issues were anticipated during the process of recruiting              

individuals to participate in the data collection, as well as during that process, considering              

that the aim was to gather information about their identity, as well as their personal opinions                

and behaviors. In order to avoid the risk of harm, participation was voluntary, while every               

individual was informed of their right to not answer a question, withdraw any data they have                

already given or even withdraw completely from the study at any stage, if they chose to. In                 

addition, the principle of informed consent was applied, as the participants were sufficiently             

informed about the implications of their participation in the study before they were asked to               

clearly give their permission and consent (Saunders et al., 2012). Their briefing also             

highlighted the aspect of participants’ confidentiality throughout the paper, as the data were             

to be processed to make them non-attributable.  

Another element of this study that could bring forth moral concerns is that of the role of the                  

researcher and how they, as a person, can affect the course of the research, as well as its                  
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authenticity. Considering that this study deals with subjective opinions and individuals’           

behaviors, it entails great social responsibility and a high risk of subjective selectivity when              

the researcher collects and analyzes the data (Saunders et al., 2012). Accordingly, all             

participants were attended with honesty and respect, creating a welcoming atmosphere as a             

means to develop the necessary trust and mutual respect for the individuals to openly share               

their perspectives. Furthermore, I strove to maintain a high level of objectivity and morality              

throughout the different stages of the study with the intention of promoting accuracy and              

avoiding misrepresentation when using and managing the collected data.  

4.4.2 Research quality 

Within academic and professional research, the quality of a study has been traditionally             

assessed against four key criteria: internal validity, external validity, reliability and           

objectivity (Saunders et al., 2012). However, these criteria have been proven not appropriate             

for assessing the trustworthiness of qualitative research. Due to this, Guba and Lincoln             

(1982) proposed that internal validity should be replaced by that of credibility, external             

validity by transferability, reliability by dependability and objectivity by confirmability.          

These represent the criteria against which academics measure the rigour of qualitative            

findings, thus, they are the ones utilized in this study.  

Credibility refers to the correspondence of the research results with the objective reality, or              

in other words, the equivalence of the perspectives of the participants with the description of               

their perspectives by the researcher (Given, 2008). In order to ensure the credibility of this               

paper, two of the corresponding strategies were applied, triangulation and member checks. As             

aforementioned, triangulation incorporates different methods and sources of data, reducing          

bias and cross-examining the integrity of the participants’ responses (Given, 2008). In            

addition to this, member checks ensure that the interpretation of the data collected from the               

participants was correct, as the analyzed findings are sent back to them for their evaluation               

against what the participants originally meant (Given, 2008).  

Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of qualitative research can be              

transferred to a context apart from where they were gained or with different participants              

(Given, 2008). A common method for the facilitation of transferability is the provision of              

‘thick description’. Its main premise is to clarify all research processes employed, from data              
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collection to production of the final report, as this helps other researchers to replicate the               

study in other settings with similar conditions (Given, 2008). The utilization of this strategy              

in this study is apparent in the detailed explanation for every step of the research given in this                  

chapter.  

Dependability is concerned with whether research results would be the same, if the study              

were to be replicated in a similar context with the same or similar participants, thus, referring                

to the stability of findings over time (Given, 2008). All steps within this research, as well as                 

the findings obtained at the end, were discussed throughout the process with a neutral              

colleague with great expertise in qualitative research to ensure a peer examination of the              

study. Peer debriefing leads to a further reflection of its decision made and brings a new                

perspective into the interpretation of the data (Given, 2008).  

Confirmability is concerned with establishing that the interpretation of the findings is not the              

figment of the researcher’s imagination, but is clearly derived from the collected data (Given,              

2008). This refers to the degree to which the research results can be confirmed by a different                 

researcher, dealing with the issue of bias and prejudices of the study’s researcher. This last               

criteria is once again achieved in this paper through the same strategy of triangulation (Given,               

2008). 

5. Analysis 
The following chapter presents and discusses the main findings collected by my own             

observations of the brand’s stores, the qualitative interviews conducted and the secondary            

sources utilized in this study. This chapter is organized into three subsections reflecting the              

different data collection methods and their corresponding findings.  

The purpose of the chapter is to answer the research question of whether the presumed               

attitude-behavior gap in regard to sustainable fashion consumption amongst H&M’s          

customers exists. As the existence of this gap is verified, the analysis also pinpoints which are                

the barriers that discourage these consumers from choosing the sustainable options offered by             

H&M, even when showing an environmentally conscious attitude. The conclusions drawn           

from the analysis of the data will also serve as the foundation for answering the last                

subquestion of this study, which looks into how the retailer can nudge its customers’ behavior               
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toward a more sustainable one. These suggestions are discussed within the practical            

implications section of this paper.  

5.1. Observations of the brand’s stores 

The first part of the analysis brings forth my own observations of H&M’s communication              

with its customers in regard to its sustainable actions in-store. The purpose of these              

observations as an addition to the other data collection methods is to depict the information               

customers have at their disposal when in-store, whether physical or online. This serves as a               

great basis for a better understanding of the data collected in the interviews, as I experienced                

the stores from a customer’s perspective and, thus, could better apprehend the interview             

participants’ position as a customer of H&M. In order to analyze the relevant features of the                

stores, the touchpoint elements of a customer journey, presented in the theory chapter of the               

paper, are applied. Since I examine how the brand communicates with its customers, the              

subsequent discussion focuses on all elements besides the customer-customer interactions,          

considering that the brand cannot arrange or control the information exchanged during any             

contact made between any two customers in-store. 

5.1.1 Physical stores 

As the communicative and atmospheric elements of the store were easier to pinpoint, they              

were the first ones to investigate in every store. Considering that a shop’s front windows               

represent the first component of the store seen by a visitor, they ought to be included in this                  

examination. None of the stores visited included any signs, pictures or other atmospheric or              

communicative elements in their front windows associated with the brand’s sustainable           

initiatives, leaving no impression of an environmentally conscious attitude to passersby (see            

picture examples in Appendix E). Within the store, the walls were decorated with the brand’s               

model pictures showcasing its clothes, as well as generic information about the store’s layout,              

while many wall spaces were left empty (see picture examples in Appendix E).  

Some of the stands around the store also included communicative signs, yet the topics they               

informed visitors about were limited to safety measures, sales, price points, membership            

options and denim sizing guides (see picture examples in Appendix E). None of these              

elements or spaces were dedicated to any of its sustainable actions. The only exception being               
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a rather plain sign behind the cash registry at a single store informing customers about the                

Recycling program and prompting them to bring in their old clothes to help the brand give                

them a new life (see picture in Appendix E). Likewise, the changing rooms offered no               

information, other than assistance on sizing and details on safety measures (see picture             

examples in Appendix E). Besides the lack of communicative elements that promote            

sustainable thinking, one of the stores also displayed a quote on the wall, which read: “new                

stuff is coming in each and every day, so why not do the same?” (see picture in Appendix E).                   

This statement can easily be interpreted as a promotion of overconsumption, a concept that              

contradicts the brand’s sustainable stance and could discourage customers from consuming           

fashion sustainably.  

Even when the visitor is aware of the brand’s initiatives and is willing to support them, the                 

layout of the store assists in no way the process element of the customer’s navigation towards                

the Conscious Collection’s products or the recycling bins placed within the store. In reality, it               

took up to twenty minutes while searching around the stores to locate even one piece from the                 

Conscious Collection, while the recycling bin could not be located at all. Moreover, the items               

of the Conscious Collection were placed randomly around the store, which is evident of the               

fact that H&M has not made use of the layout of the store, an important atmospheric element,                 

so as to make it easy for customers to locate that collection. 

It is worth noting that the brand has attempted to differentiate the Conscious Collection items               

in a different way, which is by assigning them a specific green tag exclusive to this line (see                  

picture examples in Appendix E). In practice the tag is only noticeable after the customer has                

lifted the hanger and looked inside the item. Thus, the tag serves little to nothing as an                 

atmospheric element that can catch the eye of the visitor and make the items more               

distinctable. Besides the minor differentiation the tags provide, they also offer very limited             

additional assistance as the information they present is rather insufficient for educating store             

visitors. What is merely mentioned is the name of the material the pieces are made of, with                 

no further explanation on the fabric or its production, representing a highly underutilized             

communicative element (see picture examples in Appendix E).  

In order to include all customer journey elements within the store observations, a             

conversation with the store staff was necessary, so as to test the employee-customer             

38 



interaction element of the journey. Different questions were asked in regard to the brand’s              

sustainable actions, however, very limited information was obtained, as the staff possessed            

very basic knowledge on the topic. At last, there were no technological elements within the               

store that could be utilized as informative platforms.  

Conclusively, after visiting most of the brand’s stores in the city of Copenhagen, the overall               

impression is that there is very limited information available in H&M’s physical stores in              

regard to any sustainable actions carried out by the brand itself, nor on how the individual can                 

support them with their own behavior.  

5.1.2 Online store and app 

Besides its physical stores, H&M also offers two online platforms for consumers to shop at,               

the brand’s website and an app tailored for smartphones and other mobile devices.             

Considering that these platforms are online, it is rather suitable to start with one rather               

evident technological element that could possibly prevent customers from obtaining          

information about the brand’s sustainable actions and goals. During the examination of the             

platforms I quickly noticed that both of them show all information and options in one set                

language for the specific market the user shops in, which in Denmark is Danish. Thus, for a                 

non-Danish-speaking customer shopping in Denmark, understanding all information provided         

on the website or the app could be challenging. The platforms in this instance cannot be                

considered highly informative, nor educational for that individual. I had to face the same              

inconvenience, as I do not speak the Danish language, and had to translate every section in                

order to investigate the communication of the brand’s sustainable actions on these two             

platforms. 

Both on the website and the mobile app, a tab named ‘Sustainability’ is placed at the top                 

center of the page, next to the tabs for the traditional elements of online fashion retailing.                

This represents a great atmospheric element as it claims a prime position on the page to catch                 

the eye of the visitor (see picture in Appendix E). When clicking on it, a number of                 

educational articles appear, representing valuable communicative elements. They discuss         

topics, such as the Conscious Collection, the recycling program and the Take Care guidance,              

the brand’s transparency vows, and many more of H&M’s sustainable actions (see picture in              

Appendix E). Each of these sustainability commitments is presented with all essential            
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information and additional links to reports that dive further into every subject, a convenient              

technological element. The article addressing the Take Care guidance even links directly to             

the tips and tricks offered by the brand, so as to make it quick and easy for the user to reach                     

the advice on how to elongate the life of their clothes.  

Contrary to the design of the physical stores, the layout of the online platforms helps the                

customer find the sustainable pieces without much difficulty, since the Conscious Collection            

is offered as a separate shopping category. This significantly helps find the sustainable styles              

easier, serving as a very convenient process element. Additionally, as a new component to the               

website, a tab was added underneath the pictures and basic information given about each              

piece, named ‘Product Background’ (see picture in Appendix E). With one click on this              

option the customer can find information about each material used in the production of the               

fashion item they are interested in, as well as the location and the name of the specific                 

production sites. This simple addition represents a very important communicative element           

that can educate the brand’s customers on topics that matter. Yet, its placement is rather               

ineffectual as the store visitor would have to scroll to the bottom of the page to notice it and,                   

thus, might easily overlook it and the valuable information it provides.  

Last but not least, the only available employee-customer interaction element on these online             

platforms was noticed to be an email option, which does not offer an instant conversation               

with a staff member and seemed rather inconvenient and hard-to-use.  

Ultimately, the online stores of the brand offer messages that are relatively more educational              

than the ones in the physical stores, yet the placement of some of this information might not                 

attract the attention of the customer, defeating its purpose.  

5.2. Interviews with H&M’s customers 
The second part of the analysis presents and discusses the findings obtained by interviewing a               

number of H&M’s customers. This analysis uncovers an attitude-behavior gap amongst the            

participants when consuming fashion and interacting with the brand. It also reveals their             

motivations when purchasing fashion and relevant information about their interactions with           

the brand. Both points bring forth barriers that represent the roots of this attitude-behavior              

gap. 
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The first section discusses the participants’ perceptions towards sustainability, while the           

second one brings forth their sustainable actions. The last section discusses the two             

uncovered primary reasons that explain this misalignment between the participants’ attitudes           

and behaviors. 

5.2.1 Participants’ attitudes toward sustainability 

As expected from millennials’ tendency toward having more sustainable viewpoints, the           

participants stated explicitly a positive attitude toward the concept of sustainability and the             

world switching toward a more conscious course. That attitude was also what I generally              

observed throughout the interviews, since they perceived sustainability as a critical matter.            

When asked about its incorporation in their daily life, they also expressed the mutual goal to                

improve their own levels of consciousness and sustainable consumption: 

Participant B: “I certainly want to improve. I don't think I'm near where I want to be                 

in terms of sustainability. I do some steps that I think are crucial, but then I think                 

there's a lot of space for improvement.” 

They further communicated their desire and expectations for big corporations to make a             

commitment to this concept and change their operations. This well reflects how millennials             

urge companies to be increasingly more conscious as a matter of urgency. Nevertheless,             

when asked about their opinions on the tendency of fashion brands adopting more sustainable              

paths in current times, even though they all stated an initial positive attitude toward that shift,                

some also expressed their doubts about it. For example, they mentioned a suspicion toward              

the level of transparency displayed by these brands, as well as a belief that they can and                 

should do better as big corporations significantly influencing the outcome of this conscious             

change in the world:  

Participant B: “And it's a good sign that the brands do want to take responsibility. I'm                

very critical and a bit suspicious as to how, uhm how sustainable they actually are and                

how transparent they are. So I'm very suspicious about these declarations of            

sustainability and actions.. I think any brand hides some facts because they cannot be              

perfect.” 
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Another aspect brought forth is that sustainability may be adopted by brands due to its current                

popular nature and may be used as a competitive advantage, doubting the intentions of these               

corporations to be sustainable:  

Participant C: “I also think that in general I think maybe a lot of companies are using                 

that to also get this competitive edge.” 

The participants also pointed out the paradox of pairing fast fashion brands with the general               

concept of sustainability, due to the quick turnover that lies within the foundation of the               

industry:  

Participant E: “I think it's a little ironic, to be honest, because it's an industry where                

you produce new stuff every, what is it, every quarter or, you know, you come out                

with a new collection all the time. And that sort of indicates that what you just bought                 

last month or what you bought last year is not good enough, now you need to buy                 

something new again… I get sort of a greenwashing vibe, a little bit. They're not               

living it out completely, that they want to be sustainable. Because it just feels like it is                 

a little weird in that industry.’’ 

The same viewpoint was noticed when the conversation led to H&M’s sustainability goals,             

with the participants appreciating the changes H&M has made so far, yet still noting their               

doubts about the actual effects and intentions of the brand’s actions, as well as their               

anticipation for more conscious changes:  

Participant F: “I think it is really good that they do that, because it's one of the major                  

big clothing brands and they set a good example for other brands as well.. I think it's a                  

really good step, what more other brands should follow as well.” 

Participant E: “I feel like a company like H&M is just trying to make money, and be                 

perceived positively from a consumer perspective and not so much because they            

actually want to do good, if, if that makes sense.”  

“I think they could do more, because I know it's a very, very big company..               

But it's good that they are still, you know, starting to recognize that sustainability is an                

issue and that their industry also plays a big part in it.“  
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At the same time, the participants had a positive attitude toward the specific initiatives              

created by the brand. They stated the following: 

Participant D: “ I really like the sustainable collection actually.” 

Participant A: “... the fact that it exists (the recycling program), it is such a big thing                 

for me. And the fact they actually give you a discount after that, it is just a plus. So I                    

think they're actually doing a very good job.”  

Participant F: “I think it's actually really good (the concept of receiving guidance on              

how to maintain your clothes) ... it's really nice to know how to take care of it (a                  

fashion item). And I might not do it in the proper way because I just never really                 

thought about it and just put it in the laundry machine basically.” 

Overall, a firm positive attitude toward the concept of sustainability among all interviewees is              

observed, as they aim to improve their own behavior and show great expectations for              

corporations to keep pace with the change toward a more conscious world. 

5.2.2 Participants’ sustainable behavior 

As per the assumption made at the start of this paper, despite the participants’ displayed               

positive attitude toward sustainability, limited conscious behavior was reported throughout          

the interviews, especially with respect to consuming fashion. When the topic of the             

participants’ own environmentally conscious behavior was raised, the interviewees         

expressed, with a guilty tone, how they do not make the necessary effort. The way they                

expressed it gave the impression that they have themselves noticed the misalignment between             

their beliefs and actions: 

Participant A:  ‘’I would say I do try but I don’t try enough.’’ 

Participant C: ‘’I'm also trying to do what I can to have a more sustainable lifestyle.                

But I'm also aware of the fact that there are definitely so many more things I could be                  

doing to be a more sustainable person.’’ 

Overall, having a sustainable lifestyle in practice is portrayed as a difficult achievement due              

to the associated trade-offs that are deemed very high.  
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With a similar tone, the participants confessed that they rarely buy sustainable pieces when              

shopping for fashion items. It was mentioned that the only way sustainability is incorporated              

within their fashion shopping is by trying to minimize their purchases, choose pieces that              

could last longer, as well as buy something only when it is needed. Yet, as they mentioned,                 

even these considerations are rarely part of their purchase decision-making process in the             

context of fashion.  

The same limited sustainable purchase behavior was apparent in regard to choosing an item              

from the Conscious Collection when shopping at H&M. When asked about their past             

purchase behavior, the participants disclosed that the items they have bought from that line              

only make up a very low percentage of their collection of H&M pieces. They mentioned a                

percentage of 5% or 10%, while participant D stated that she has never purchased from that                

collection, even though she often shops at H&M. 

Given that consumption does not only consist of purchases, the interviewees were further             

asked about how they maintain their clothes and how they dispose of them when they are no                 

longer wanted or needed. The purpose of mentioning such topics is to look into their behavior                

in regards to all aspects of fashion consumption. The topic of the clothes’ disposal was               

addressed with great enthusiasm as the participants proudly stated that they mostly donate             

their old clothes in order to give them a chance for a new life: 

Participant F: “... if I get rid of some clothes, I always collect them and put them in                  

the Red Cross or the Blue Cross boxes, so they can be used by people that might need                  

it more than me.” 

Participant B: “And when they're no longer useful (the clothes), I cannot use them              

anymore, I try to donate them or give them away as much as possible. So I try to                  

minimize the waste of the items that I have.” 

Recycling was also briefly mentioned as another alternative they consider and use            

occasionally for the disposal of their clothes. Even though the recycling program at H&M              

offers customers another platform for donating and recycling their old clothes, with even the              

reward of a discount for their next purchase, the participants admitted to have used the               

program once, twice or even never.  
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When the conversation led to the subject of maintaining clothes and other fashion items, the               

participants mentioned that they try to act sustainably as much as possible in order to make                

their items last longer. Yet, participant F pointed out that she only manages to properly               

maintain her clothes when she receives help from others. Similarly, Participant E admitted             

the need to educate herself more in order to be able to better maintain her clothes. In theory,                  

this need for guidance would be an excellent prompt for the use of H&M’s Take Care                

guidance, however, in practice, none of the participants have utilized it.  

The participants showcase much higher levels of sustainability when it comes to the disposal              

of fashion rather than its purchase. Yet, this sustainable behavior and their firm stance against               

wasting clothes, somehow does not translate to the use of the recycling program at H&M.               

Also, the need for help on how to properly maintain fashion items does not lead to the use of                   

the Take Care guidance either.  

Following the analysis of the participants’ attitudes toward sustainability and their           

sustainable behavior, it is apparent that there is a significant gap between thinking and acting,               

especially in the matter of supporting H&M’s initiatives. While they have positive attitudes             

towards sustainability in general, and within fashion, with high expectations for corporations            

to do even better, their own behavior lacks the same level of sustainability. Amongst their               

actions, environmental consciousness is mostly shown through the disposal of their clothes,            

while they admit to have a long way to go in regard to being sustainable when purchasing                 

new fashion items and treating the garments they already own. The translation of their              

sustainable attitude into actions is even less apparent when it comes to supporting and taking               

advantage of H&M’s initiatives. 

5.2.3 Reasons for the attitude-behavior gap 

The discovered underlying reasons of the misalignment between the participants’ attitudes           

and behaviors are analyzed in this section within two broader categories, the customers’             

motivational values and their limited knowledge on the topic of sustainability. By            

understanding the grounds of this attitude-behavior gap, suggestions can then be given to             

H&M for its mitigation.  
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Consumer motivational values 

As previously mentioned, the concept of consumer motivational values assists researchers in            

understanding consumers’ behavior based on their personal prioritization of specific          

values/goals when determining their consumption behavior (Barbopoulos and Johansson,         

2016). Questions aimed to reveal the participants’ values and primary goals were, thus,             

included in the interviews, so as to investigate the drivers of their fashion consumption. The               

data collected are analyzed in this section according to the theory’s correlated framework, the              

Consumer Motivation Scale (CMS).  

During the interviews, the participants were asked about the factors that they primarily             

consider when deciding on the consumption of a fashion item, in order to understand how               

they prioritize their consumption goals. The price of the item was mentioned as one of the                

first factors that influence their purchase decision. This was instantly followed by the             

justification that at this point of their life they are still settling in financially, thus, cannot                

afford expensive products: 

Participant C: “I don’t have much money to use.” 

Participant A: “The first thing I usually look for is the price because I've been a                

student for so many years so the price has also been a big factor when buying clothes                 

and accessories and fashion items.” 

Their price-sensitivity expresses the need for an economical product, which represents a gain             

goal, according to the CMS. The prioritization of this goal was evident also when talking               

about the primary factors that discourage the participants from purchasing the sustainable            

option over a more conventional one. The participants stated that the steep prices that are               

usually charged for the environmentally conscious options is one of the main factors that              

prevents them from making the sustainable decision: 

Participant C: “..and I would sort of want to buy more sustainable clothes but then               

again it sort of comes back to also the pricing situation, sometimes those clothes are               

more expensive. Then I'm also not sure if I would be willing to do that trade off every                  

single time but maybe once in a while, you know.” 
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Participant A: “I do try [to think of sustainability when consuming fashion]. When I              

purchased them [the fashion items], it's a bit more difficult because I do look at the                

price a lot and many sustainable brands are a bit on the pricier side and that also has                  

an impact.” 

Paradoxically, the interviewees also noted the quality of the pieces as another factor that              

highly affects their purchase decisions, a distinctive hedonic goal. Some even pointed out the              

contradiction between the two (low price vs. high quality) and explained the great dilemma in               

trying to balance that trade-off: 

Participant E: “It's a little funny because both quality but also price. I want it to be                 

good quality, so I can use it for a long time. But I don't want to pay the highest price                    

either, so, you know, I try to find the best sort of trade off between those two.”  

Even so, some also said to be more inclined to spend more if they were reassured that the                  

fashion pieces are of higher quality and can last longer. This clearly shows the need to                

receive sufficient value for money, a typical gain goal:  

Participant C: “If I know that it's good, high quality material then I'm maybe willing               

to pay a little higher price... Of course, if I know it's a more qualitative brand then I'm                  

also more willing to spend more money, because then I know it's probably going to               

last for a longer time.” 

The comfort of the clothes was also explicitly noted, while Participant E and F mentioned the                

fit as another element that they highly consider when shopping for fashion items. Participant              

A was the only one to mention the color of the pieces, portraying the need for stimulation,                 

while her and Participant E brought forth the need for practicality, which represents the goal               

of avoiding inconvenience. Participant E mentioned once again the value of convenience            

when talking about the disposal of her clothes, as she said that she always recycles them by                 

utilizing the closest and most accessible recycling bin. All four of these requirements/needs             

portray once again distinctive hedonic goals.  

Considering that individuals could easily forget to list all potential factors that affect their              

purchase behavior the interviews also included more general questions on topics surrounding            

the participants’ perception of fashion. The purpose was to create a more natural conversation              
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with each participant and potentially uncover more consumption drivers. It was mentioned            

that a reason behind the purchase of a new fashion item was to make a good impression                 

within their friend group or in a professional environment. Evidently, this showcases the need              

for social acceptance, a normative goal within the CMS:  

Participant D: “..so I buy an item in order to appeal to someone.”  

The participants also expressed the need for something new as the urge behind their choice to                

buy a fashion item. This can be translated as the need for an exciting product, which CMS                 

categorizes as another hedonic goal. The participants further showed to be influenced by             

friends/family/influencers’ opinions when consuming fashion. This was worded differently         

by each individual, yet they all revealed how they search for friends’ approval of their               

fashion choices: 

Participant B: “Quite frankly, I mean, I get influenced by the influencers that I do               

follow. And I do trust their input and their research.” 

This is once again a normative goal within the CMS that reflects how social norms can shape                 

consumption motivations.  

Considerations associated with ethics, which represent another normative goal, were          

mentioned briefly by Participant C, yet she noted that they represent a substantially secondary              

driver that rarely affects her decisions:  

Participant C: “Even though I consider myself a pretty sustainable person I don't, to              

be honest, I don't think when I'm shopping for clothes that that’s the main factor that I                 

consider but I think it's always something that is in the back of my head a little bit                  

actually.” 

The visual summary of this analysis makes it rather evident that the participants’ fashion              

consumption and associated purchase decision-making are mostly driven by hedonic goals,           

while some gain and normative values also have some influence (see the data display in               

Appendix D). These findings align with former studies on the topic of fashion consumption              

that highlight how fashion choices are highly associated with building and enhancing an             

individual’s own identity and, thus, represents a great example of hedonic consumption            
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(Lundblad and Davies, 2015). Therefore, the prioritization of other motivational goals over            

ethics is identified as one of the reasons why there is a gap between the participants’ attitudes                 

toward sustainability and their consumption behaviors.  

Limited knowledge and brand-customer communication 

A recurring pattern noticed during the analysis was the limited knowledge the participants             

possessed in matters revolving around sustainability and its incorporation within H&M’s           

operations. They explicitly stated their lack of knowledge on the topic and how it discourages               

them from purchasing the sustainable item. At the same time they confessed that it is a rare                 

occasion for them to actively seek information and they are only willing to read a brand’s                

messages if they are short and concise: 

Participant B: “ I know very, very, very little about it.. it's very vague information that                

I have.” 

Participant F: “[when purchasing] I don't think so much [about sustainability], but            

that is more also because I don't know enough about it.” 

Participant E: “..I actually don't look up information about a brand in that sense before               

I buy something from them. So it's mostly what I've heard.” 

Participant A: “I think it really depends on what form the information has. If it's               

something where I can look and read while I'm shopping and while I'm looking at               

clothes, I think that I will do it, yes, if it's something where I have to stand in the                   

corner and just read two pages of paper, then I'm probably not going to do it. Because                 

it also means it needs time.“ 

As the participants heavily rely on brands’ messages to inform them on such matters, their               

unfamiliarity with H&M’ initiatives indicates insufficient communication initiated by the          

brand. This is also supported by my own observations of the information available for              

customers within H&M’s stores, as discussed in the first theme of this analysis. Thus, the               

brand’s observed poor communication strategy has serious consequences, as the participants’           

lack of knowledge is identified to be another factor that discourages them from supporting the               

brand’s sustainable initiatives in various ways and for different reasons, as listed below. 

49 



Despite the previously mentioned strong opinions on the topic of H&M’s sustainability            

actions, the participants appeared to have limited knowledge on what initiatives H&M is             

currently carrying out: 

Participant F: “I know... what they did with this collection of clothes and that the               

reuse of the textiles. They also had, I think that the fabric at some point was, from                 

more sustainable sources... besides these two things, I don't know much more.” 

When the conversation led to the brand’s specific initiatives, they were all aware of the               

Conscious Collection’s existence, yet they had an unclear idea of what it represents. This fact               

can reflect that they, as consumers, do not realize their personal impact when choosing an               

item from this collection over a conventional one. Being aware of one’s personal impact can               

have great effect on their purchase behavior, as it was also suggested by the study’s               

participants:  

Participant B: “...if I have information that what I do is harmful I do take that into                  

consideration and it does affect my actions significantly.” 

Participant D: “Yes, for sure. I think then I would know how can one person's actions                

really make an impact.” 

These findings indicate that by obtaining more information on how a product is sustainable              

and why it can make a difference, consumers would be prompted to have a more sustainable                

fashion consumption. 

During the interviews, I further noticed that the participants’ unfamiliarity with the specifics             

of the Conscious Collection led to wrong assumptions and impressions. When the            

participants were asked about the reasons behind their limited past purchases from the             

collection, they mentioned factors such as: inferior design, lack of variety of styles             

(trendy/basic), higher price and low availability:  

- Participant D: “I liked their style... but I just could not afford them at the time.”  

- Participant F: “I think the clothing [in the Conscious Collection] is not that trendy, as               

they have a trend line also. And I would say, if I had to compare those two, I would                   

pick the trend line more than I would pick the conscious line.” 
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All reasons given for not choosing items from the Conscious Collection align with the              

participants’ prioritization of hedonic and gain goals when deciding on their fashion            

consumption. However, in reality, the Conscious Collection consists of hundreds of pieces            

that resemble many styles in the brand’s other collections, incorporating essential basics and             

popular trends, plus sizes and exclusive pieces. They are also offered at comparable prices to               

the other lines (see picture examples in Appendix F). Thus, the participants’ hedonic and gain               

goals can also be achieved by purchasing from the Conscious Collection, but their lack of               

familiarity with it leads to a perception that does not align with their aims. If the brand                 

provides limited information about the products, customers can create their own           

understanding of them, especially when they refuse to search for information themselves. 

Another factor mentioned by the participants justifying their limited past purchases from the             

Conscious Collection, was its low-accessibility in-store. As aforementioned, this was a           

barrier I also noticed during my observations in the case of H&M’s brick and mortar stores.                

Even though this is not directly associated with any lack of information, it represents another               

issue that can be solved with better communication elements in-store. 

An additional mutual misconception shared between the participants was evident in regard to             

the recycling program. Their impression was that H&M exclusively sends all collected items             

to recycling:  

Participant C: “[when explaining the recycling program] you can take all your old             

clothes, and you can just return it. And then they actually gonna use the fabric or they                 

just gonna use the fibers of the clothes to [indistinct audio] reuse it and make more                

clothes off of it.“ 

In reality, the garments are sorted through with those in decent condition being donated and               

the rest being recycled. The wrong impression of the program’s purpose evidently hinders its              

utilization, as the participants showcase the desire to help people in need and donate their               

clothes instead of recycling them: 

- Participant C: “[when explaining why she has never used the program] Because most             

times I actually donate my clothes.” 
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Therefore, even though the participants had a positive attitude toward the initiative, their              

wrong understanding of its purpose led to them using the program maximum once or twice in                

the past. Similarly, the complete unawareness shared between the participants about the            

brand’s Take Care guidance, understandably explains why none of these customers have            

utilized it in the past despite their interest in and their need for it.  

This overall unfamiliarity with the brand’s sustainable initiatives and their detailed           

characteristics also is observed to have tainted the brand as a whole in the eyes of the                 

participants. This was apparent when they were asked if they believe there are any              

differences between the initiatives carried out by H&M, which represents a fast-fashion brand             

that is currently changing toward a sustainable path, and the ones carried out by well-known               

fundamentally sustainable fashion brands. The participants expressed that they would trust           

the latter more, since they perceive them to be comparably more sustainable. Yet, they had               

nothing to base that perception on, due to their limited knowledge on the brands’ actions:  

- Participant A: “...when a brand has formed everything on sustainability, I think they're             

also going to do a better job. And that is just my opinion... I don't have any basis on                   

that.” 

The slight distrust of the participants toward the sustainable levels of H&M is noticed to lead                

to the impression that the brand is practicing greenwashing , whether it was explicitly stated              4

or implied. These high levels of scepticism of whether there is a difference between choosing               

the sustainable or conventional option offered by H&M can easily discourage a customer             

from making the sustainable choice. 

Considering that the participants are not willing to search for information themselves and             

expect the brand to inform them within its stores or on other platforms, it is a requirement for                  

the brand to educate them on its actions and their significance. It is also important to make it                  

easy and convenient for them to choose the sustainable option when in store. Based on these                

findings, suggestions are given to the brand further in the paper in order to assist H&M in                 

4Greenwashing refers to the practice of falsely promoting an organization’s environmental efforts or 
spending more resources to promote the organization as green than are spent to actually engage in 
environmentally sound practices. Thus greenwashing is the dissemination of false or deceptive 
information regarding an organization’s environmental strategies, goals, motivations, and actions 
(Becker-Olsen & Potucek, 2013). 
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minimizing the discovered attitude-behavior gap in regards to sustainable fashion          

consumption. 

5.3. Secondary findings 

The last theme of the analysis discusses the supplementary findings collected through            

secondary sources, such as newspaper articles, blogs, social media pages, etc. The purpose of              

this section is the addition of further information that will ensure the verification of the               

findings discovered based on the primary empirical sources of this study.  

5.3.1 H&M’s sustainable actions 

In recent years, there have been discussions and controversies, online and offline, regarding             

H&M and its sustainable actions. This is mainly due to the aforementioned conflict between              

the overall concept of fast fashion, with its quick turnover and low prices, and the idea of a                  

corporation being environmentally conscious. On the one hand, the brand’s levels of            

sustainability have been criticized by many journalists and activists within the fashion            

industry, due to their “imperfectness” and slow pace, as well as the brand’s failure to meet                

every sustainable goal set throughout the years (Segran, 2019). On the other hand, a mutual               

understanding seems to exist between some experts and journalists agreeing that fast fashion             

cannot change from one day to another and time needs to be invested in switching around the                 

foundation of the industry. This includes the brands’ operations, as well as the consumers’              

consumption behavior (Brunner, 2020). The noticed dichotomy corresponds with the          

participants’ attitudes toward the brand’s sustainable initiatives, as they show a contradictory            

stance. They express high appreciation of H&M’s achievements and launched initiatives, yet,            

they eagerly expect the brand to increase their sustainability levels. 

In regard to formal scores, H&M has been given a higher than the average score of 3 out of 5                    

on the Sustainability Scale published by Good On You, showing a great start and promising               

intentions to further improve in the future (“H&M”, 2020). The study’s findings show a              

similar optimistic outlook shared between the participants about the brands actions, as they             

mention that being one of the biggest retailers in the industry it ought to make changes and                 

set a good example for other brands. However, the lower-than-perfect score is attributed to              
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the fact that the brand still operates based on most of the traditional foundational elements of                

fast fashion, such as its regular new arrivals following seasonal trends (“H&M”, 2020). These              

rather standardized areas of the brand’s operations are also criticized by the study’s             

participants, as they point out the paradox of pairing them with sustainable actions. 

5.3.2 H&M’s communication of its sustainable actions 

When concerning the communication of fashion brands’ sustainable initiatives, the possible           

use of greenwashing, a means to create a false sustainable image, stands out as an               

industry-wide concern. The doubts exist primarily due to no shared sets of sustainable             

standards being available yet as a basis for comparison (Brunner, 2020), which is why any               

kind of reporting of a brand’s sustainable actions within the industry are usually viewed              

through a layer of skepticism. This is also apparent in the case of H&M’s customers, as the                 

participants of this study show some distrust about the brand’s transparency levels and actual              

intentions. 

Different writers, journalists and regulators have continuously criticized H&M for not being            

transparent with their sustainability methods and initiatives. An example frequently given is            

how the Conscious Collection does not give precise information about the details of its              

production and how that makes it environmentally conscious (Li, 2019). This point is also              

apparent in my own observations and analysis of empirical data. The imprecise and limited              

information provided by the brand has been classified as greenwashing in many occasions,             

due to the vagueness of statements given to consumers that can be interpreted in different               

ways (Li, 2019). Thus, customers have to determine the brand’s initiatives based on their own               

intuition and judgment. A great example of this is the participants’ shared misconception of              

H&M’s Conscious Collection and its features.  

At the same time, according to the 2020 Fashion Transparency Index, the H&M Group, the               

mother corporation behind H&M, scored the highest (73%), coming at the top of the list for                

the most transparent companies in regard to their sustainable actions (Marriott, 2020). The             

annual report ranks corporations based on the amount of information they share about social              

and environmental policies and processes disclosed in formal reports (Marriott, 2020). This            

proves that the doubts on greenwashing and the participants’ scepticism about H&M’s            
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transparency levels, only deem from the lack of information published by H&M in a form               

easily understood by consumers, on platforms they regularly use. A great example of such a               

platform is the space within the brand’s online and physical stores, which, as I observed, is                

currently underutilized.  

Conclusively, secondary data support the fact that H&M, as the lead of the fast fashion               

industry, should increase their initiatives toward more sustainable fashion, an expectation           

also highlighted by the participants of this study. The secondary sources, in addition, point              

out that H&M ought to improve and expand its communication as a crucial step in helping                

the brand gain the trust of consumers with sustainable attitudes. This can lead to more               

sustainable behaviors amongst its customers as the study’s empirical findings show. 

6. Conclusion 
The final chapter of this paper reiterates the primary findings of the study and reviews them                

in terms of whether they adequately answer the research questions, reaching the overall             

objective of the research. This discussion is followed by the direct implications of the study               

on a practical, as well as on a theoretical level. The former section includes the               

recommendations given to H&M, with the purpose of prompting its customers to adopt a              

more sustainable behavior, based on the findings of this research and guided by the nudge               

theory. The last section of this chapter acknowledges and discusses the limitations of the              

study, as well as provides ideas for further research on the topic. 

6.1. Conclusive remarks 
As mentioned earlier in the paper, the motivation behind this study is the current              

phenomenon of elusive green consumers, individuals that display sustainable attitudes and           

demand companies to take action against environmental issues, yet they do not support them              

with their actions. Due to the strategic importance of this attitude-behavior gap, marketers             

and academics have set out investigations in an attempt to understand it and decrease it in                

order to align corporations’ and consumers’ actions. However, no existing literature has            

investigated whether this attitude-behavior gap applies to these consumers interacting with a            
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fast fashion brand that offers sustainable options. With the purpose of tackling this research              

gap and bringing forth valuable insights, this study puts forth the following questions: 

- Is there an attitude-behavior gap in regards to sustainable fashion consumption amongst            

H&M’s customers? 

- What are the barriers that discourage these consumers from choosing the sustainable            

options offered by H&M, even when considering themselves environmentally conscious? 

- How can the retailer nudge their behavior toward a more sustainable one?  

Due to the complexity of the issue and the lack of literary background on the topic, the study                  

focuses on the case of H&M and its customers, which leads to detailed insights. Overall, a                

positive sustainable attitude is apparent, as all interviewees perceive the movement of            

adopting better-for-the-environment actions as an urgent matter and explicitly state their           

goals to improve their own environmentally conscious behavior. The same optimistic           

opinions are evident in regards to brands’ sustainable actions, including the ones launched by              

H&M, shown in the form of appreciation for their current endeavors. At the same time,               

doubts about the brand’s levels of sustainability, intentions and transparency shared amongst            

the customers’ thoughts and opinions. This reflects the trend of consumers having great             

expectations for corporations to further improve and keep pace with the change toward a              

more conscious world. 

Despite their demands for fashion brands to exhibit better sustainable performance, the            

participants admit to low levels of sustainable actions in terms of their own fashion              

consumption. Their environmentally conscious behavior within the context of fashion is           

limited to the donations of their old clothes and the maintenance of their garments to some                

extent. The same pattern is apparent in connection to H&M’s initiatives, which the             

participants admit to rarely use and support. These findings demonstrate a misalignment            

between H&M’s customers’ sustainable beliefs and behaviors, which is consistent with the            

presumption that an attitude-behavior gap exists within this context. The discovery of the             

mere existence of such a gap, however, is not sufficiently valuable without understanding             

why. 

In order to reach a further understanding of this gap within the context of H&M, the study                 

takes one step further by exploring the gap’s underlying reasons. The obtained data bring              

56 



forth numerous justifications for the customers’ misaligned thoughts and actions. Firstly, the            

participants appear to perceive various characteristics of the Conscious Collection wrongly,           

as they mention its features to be high prices, inferior design and low availability. Since this                

study shows that the participants highly prioritize hedonic and gain goals over ethics, these              

misconceptions explain why customers overlook H&M’s sustainable items. Secondly, other          

barriers discouraging sustainable fashion consumption within H&M’s stores include the          

misinterpretation of the Recycling program’s purpose, the unawareness of the Take Care            

guidance and the difficulty in spotting these initiatives in store. Lastly, the participants’             

limited knowledge of H&M’s operations as a whole leads to some scepticism about the              

brand’s legitimacy, and correspondingly the contemplation of the initiatives’ actual impact.  

After examining the findings from a broader perspective, a common thread can be identified              

amongst the detected barriers discouraging customers from utilizing H&M’s initiatives. The           

individuals’ lack of knowledge about these initiatives appears to be the primary underlying             

reason. Considering that the study reveals a high unwillingness between the participants to             

actively search for fashion brands’ actions, it is implied that their lack of information is due                

to H&M’s failure to inform them on its initiatives. The limited communication H&M             

provides in-store is further confirmed by the observations and secondary data included in this              

research. Overall, this study is offering an answer to the second research question by              

bringing forward the barriers H&M’s customers perceive to be the ones discouraging them             

from making the sustainable choice, but also by deciphering the essential reason behind the              

existence of these barriers. Thus, it offers an in-depth analysis of this attitude-behavior gap in               

fast fashion by discovering the deep roots of the problem.  

As a direct result of these findings, it is fair to say that the mitigation of the misalignment                  

between the customers’ sustainable attitudes and behaviors lies within the brand’s control and             

strategic tactics. With the purpose of assisting H&M in resolving this issue, this paper              

presents suggestions on how it can improve its communication scheme and better inform and              

navigate its customers within its stores, in order to nudge them to choose the sustainable               

option. These recommendations are provided in detail in the next section of this chapter, in               

this way answering the last question of the research. In essence, this connects the academic               
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nature of this study with the practical reality of managing a brand and evolving its strategies                

to meet the needs of the market. 

6.2. Practical Implications  
This study contributes on a practical level as it supports H&M in reaching its objective to                

help its customers make more environmentally conscious choices. This is an aim shared             

among all brands within the H&M Group, as the company has stated within its annual report:  

“we aim to inspire our many customers all over the world to make sustainable choices               

that benefit them, the environment, people and communities, as well as contributing            

to our longterm business success” (The H&M Group, 2019: 13).  

Understanding consumers’ attitude toward sustainable apparel, as well as their behavioral           

constraints that lead to an attitude-behavior gap can help the brand adopt a more adequate               

communication strategy that will assist in prompting individuals to make the conscious            

choice. Guided by this study’s insights, the aforementioned theory of nudging, and other             

external literature, a number of suggestions are given to H&M in an effort to assist with the                 

achievement of that goal. All recommendations focus on the brand’s communication with its             

customers in its stores, considering they represent the last platform utilized before consumers             

choose to purchase an item or utilize the recycling program and the Take Care guidance.               

Nudging consumers’ behavior during the step in their customer journey where the final             

decision is made, is the most effective tactic, reflecting the premises of the concept of               

atmopherics (Kotler, 1974). 

6.2.1 Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this research, there are two primary reasons behind the sustainable               

attitude-behavior gap that exists among H&M’s customers. The first one is the prioritization             

of primarily hedonic and gain values over the consideration of ethics in fashion consumption.              

The second one is the limited and poor communication of the brand’s environmentally             

conscious promises and actions that has led to a mutual high unawareness between the              

participants on the subject. Understandably, in order for individuals to support the brand’s             

sustainability actions and ambitions it is necessary to know about them. Educating            

individuals on matters of sustainability is the brand’s responsibility, as it was discovered in              
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this study that consumers rarely actively search for information on their own. Communicating             

the existence of H&M’s initiatives, as well as their features, represents the first step, yet, it is                 

not easy. Research has shown that messages promoting green products and services oughtto             

follow specific guidelines in order for consumers to show willingness to interact with them              

and absorb any information, which goes hand in hand with the principles of the nudge theory                

(Gleim et al., 2013). The following suggestions are given based on these guidelines. 

The form, frame and tone of the messages 

Guided by the first tool of the nudge theory, it is suggested that H&M’s communicative               

messages are straightforward and include only relevant information (Lehner et al., 2016).            

According to the theory, the message receiver should not be bombarded with excessive             

information as this will result in the avoidance of the message (Lehner et al., 2016). The                

study’s participants have the same approach to long and complicated messages, as they             

mention their unwillingness to spend a lot of time reading a lengthy text in-store. Thus, the                

communicative elements in-store ought to be quick and easy to read, so not to get in the way                  

of a smooth customer experience, while also educating the individual on important matters.             

For example, the articles under the ‘sustainability’ tab on H&M’s website provide a detailed              

description of its initiatives, which is valuable for individuals willing to invest time in getting               

to know the brand better. Yet, a simplified and condensed version should also be available for                

consumers with less time at hand.  

Along with the simplification of the message, the nudge tool emphasizes on the way that               

information is presented to the customer, as it needs to fit their processing capabilities and               

decision-making process in order for it to be effective and understandable (Lehner et al.,              

2016). Thus, industry terms and complex words are to be avoided and rather simple              

explanations are to be used, presented with words that are familiar to consumers. For              

example, the term ‘conscious’ H&M uses in its current messages is a rather vague term that                

has various definitions depending on the individual. A recommendation is to have the brand’s              

communication keywords clearly defined in order to assist the consumer in reaching the             

intended meaning of the message.  

Research has also shown that since sustainability in fashion is a concept relatively new and               

the consumers that support it represent a rather small group, brands should refrain from              
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employing any kind of intervention as a communicative tactic (Lee et al., 2020). Intrusive              

methods can be seen as discouraging to consumers contemplating changing their           

consumption behavior toward a more sustainable one. Thus, H&M is recommended to use a              

supportive and encouraging tone when informing its customers about sustainability.  

The content of the messages 

According to the same nudge tool, in addition to the way the message is presented, the                

information it includes is also of high importance (Lehner et al., 2016). Guided by the               

findings of this study, the brand is suggested to promote its initiatives in-store with the               

purpose of spreading awareness and creating little reminders for customers. This is necessary             

as it was apparent throughout the conducted interviews that the participants had limited             

knowledge about the brand’s actions and available programs. Also, there ought to be             

consistency amongst the content of all messages communicated in-store, avoiding another           

case of promoting unsustainable behavior and confusing consumers, as in the instance            

mentioned in the analysis of my observations. 

Furthermore, external research stresses the importance of utilizing communicative elements          

that are educational. As pointed out by Lee et al. (2020), “promoting sustainability through              

advertising campaigns is not enough for a behavioral change, instead, communication of the             

reasons and purposes of sustainable initiatives is necessary for people to be motivated to              

voluntarily choose to support sustainability through their actions”. Nudging consumers          

towards a more conscious behavior requires their education on why sustainability is important             

and how it can affect the world, in order for them to activate the link between their                 

pro-environmentalistic attitude to actual sustainable consumption (Lee et al., 2020). This is            

rather relevant to this case, as the participants appeared to have a vague idea of how                

sustainability can change the fashion industry and what matters it can tackle.  

Yet, knowing why sustainability is important is not enough. Individuals ought to be educated              

on what sustainability is exactly and what issues it addresses. Information on the exact              

initiatives and actions taken by H&M within its operations and supply chain should, thus, be               

incorporated in its communication. Higher expertise on the topic of sustainability can further             

help individuals comprehend why sustainability comes at a relatively higher price (Gleim et             
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al., 2013), an attribute that discourages most of the study’s participants from choosing the              

sustainable option. 

Research has also shown that knowledge on the attributes of a sustainable product or service               

creates a pathway for making consumers grasp what makes products and processes            

sustainable, thus, understand better the actual effect of consuming them (Gleim et al., 2013).              

Messages clearly mentioning the specifics on an individual’s personal impact, for example            

due to the purchase of a sustainable item, can also encourage sustainable behavior. This is               

due to customers’ common mutual feeling of powerlessness to make a difference through             

their actions as they represent only one small entity in the world, leading to the denial of any                  

responsibility (Kang, Liu and Kim, 2013). The participants of the study recall the effect of               

such facts on their past purchase decision-making, further supporting the suggestion of their             

incorporation into H&M’s sustainable options’ descriptions. 

In regards to the Conscious Collection, the brand is further suggested to incorporate             

information about the features of the relevant products in its messages along with the              

communication of its sustainable characteristics. This is essential, considering this study           

revealed that the participants’ lack of knowledge in regard to the available pieces within the               

collection led to false perceptions of the collection having inferior style and higher price.              

Despite this not being applicable to the items of the Conscious Collection, as they are               

comparably similar to all other lines offered by the brand (see picture examples in Appendix               

F), this perception decreased the participants’ interest in them, due to their prioritization of              

hedonic and gain goals in their consumption decisions. Rightfully perceiving the styles and             

prices of the Conscious Collection as similar to the ones of the conventional collections, will               

also lead to the recognition that these items satisfy the customers’ hedonic and gain goals,               

thus, eliminating one of the main barriers of purchasing the brand’s sustainable items. As the               

theory of customer motivational values suggests, even when focal goals are prioritized,            

weaker goals can still influence behavior. Thus, if the prioritized hedonic and gain goals are               

satisfied by both the sustainable and the conventional option, secondary goals, such as ethics,              

may take the lead and motivate consumers to choose the environmentally conscious option. 
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Incorporation of social norms 

On the subject of utilizing communicative elements within the store to prompt consumers             

toward sustainable choices, the nudge theory also suggests the use of social norms as humans               

are highly influenced by the actions of others (Lehner et al., 2016). This effect of social                

circles was also apparent in this study, as the participants mentioned how their purchases are               

affected by others’ actions and opinions. In the case of H&M, facts such as the rising number                 

of clothes donated to the recycling initiative around the world can nudge other consumers to               

also utilize the brand’s recycling program. This is a classic example of the social comparison               

feedback, which utilizes the fact that most people, mostly unconsciously, tend to follow the              

example of others (Lehner et al., 2016). Following the same mindset, partnering with             

influencers with high expertise on the topic of sustainability in fashion that appeal to              

millennials can also lead to higher sustainable behavior amongst consumers that know them             

and trust them.  

Furthermore, research has shown that it is common for individuals to believe that             

environmentally conscious products and services are exclusively for consumers that have           

fully incorporated sustainability within their life (Joergens, 2006). The use of social norms             

and social comparison may assist in minimizing this feeling of an imposter and lead to an                

understanding that one sustainable choice can still make a difference. 

Effective placement and the utilization of labels 

Despite the kind of information within H&M’s communication and how it is presented, its              

placement is crucial for their effectiveness too. These messages should be placed around the              

store in the form of signs, whether on the store’s windows, on its walls or above the clothes                  

stands, as it was observed that most of these spaces were unoccupied in the physical stores.                

For the online stores, the messages should be placed at prime spots, as the brand’s               

communication of its initiatives is currently not very apparent on the page, based on the               

participants’ lack of knowledge about it.  

Despite these more traditional placement of messages, labels attached to the items or given              

within the shopping bag of the customer have also been proven to be effective              

communicative and atmospheric elements (Muthu and Gardetti, 2020). As previously          

mentioned, H&M has already incorporated green tags for its Conscious Collection that            
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differentiates its items from other lines in-store (see picture examples in Appendix E). The              

information on these labels presents only the sustainable materials used for the production of              

the clothes (see picture examples in Appendix E), yet, research has shown that labels that               

communicate sustainable production practices lead to higher willingness amongst consumers          

to buy sustainable clothing (even at a higher price) than labels that emphasize the used               

materials (Muthu and Gardetti, 2020). Therefore, it is suggested that H&M expands the             

information on its tags to also include relevant details regarding the production location and              

process of the item. 

Considering that the participants of this study showed some distrust toward the brand’s             

sustainability declarations, it is suggested for the brand to strengthen its claims by having the               

information and statements on these labels issued or signed by a truthful and reliable source               

known by consumers. The incorporation of a neutral source supporting the promises and             

actions of the brand can increase the trust displayed by the consumers and lead to higher                

levels of sustainable behavior (Joshi and Rahman, 2015). As H&M already cooperates with             

different NGO’s and other large international organizations for the achievement of its            

sustainability goals, while it has won numerous awards over the years for its endeavors, a               

partnership with one of these institutions for this purpose can not be challenging to form.  

Changes in the physical environment 

Another measure proposed by the nudge theory is the concept of making intentional strategic              

changes within the customer’s physical environment, i.e. the store, with the purpose of             

designing a space that encourages sustainable behavior (Lehner et al., 2016). In essence, the              

theory is highlighting how the store layout, an important atmospheric element, can be made              

of use in order to guide store visitors toward the environmentally conscious options in-store.              

This tactic represents a kind of visual communication, since, by placing its initiatives             

strategically within the store, H&M can more effectively communicate their existence to            

consumers.  

By utilizing this tool within the physical stores, the goal is to increase the visibility of the                 

sustainable options, so as to bring the Conscious Collection, as well as the recycling              

program’s bins, to the attention of the customer. A prime location would be next to the cash                 

registry or right at the entrance of the store, as these spots cannot be easily overlooked. By                 
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assigning a distinct prominent location within the store for the sustainable initiatives, the             

brand can solve the issue of low accessibility and perceived low availability, both of which               

were mentioned by the interviewees as barriers to their sustainable fashion consumption. The             

same principles can be utilized for the Take Care guidance provided online, as the placement               

of this initiative was proven not to be effective and ought to be changed in order to better                  

catch the eye of the store visitor.  

Moreover, consumers can be further attracted by communicative signs, as well as            

atmospheric elements, such as colors highly associated with sustainability, i.e. green, a color             

already utilized by the brand for the Conscious Collection tags (see picture examples in              

Appendix E). This will make it easy and convenient for consumers to identify the items and                

the bin in-store. Inconvenience was mentioned by some of the study’s participants as a factor               

that discourages them from using the recycling bin and going through the items of the               

Conscious Collection. Thus, this tool would prove effective in the case of H&M. 

Ultimately the changes suggested to be made within the brand’s stores reflect the theory of               

designing a customer experience that generates personal relevance and incorporates          

consumers’ learning (Bustamante and Rubio, 2017). By achieving this, the brand can create             

smooth and powerful customer experiences that serve the needs of the customer and assists              

them in minimizing the misalignment between their opinions on sustainability and their            

corresponding actions.  

Looking at this study from a broader perspective, its findings and the aforementioned             

suggestions can also assist other brands within the fast fashion industry, similar to H&M, in               

their journey to become more sustainable, as they will need the support of their customers to                

achieve that aim. Understanding the primary barriers to sustainable fashion consumption           

within the context of such a unique industry as fast fashion and nudging consumers toward a                

more sustainable behavior appears to be a critical point for the survival of these brands in a                 

world that is slowly but steadily pushing for more sustainable actions. 

6.3. Theoretical implications 
To this day, relevant literature has only investigated attitude-behavior gaps in regard to             

sustainable fashion consumption by offering consumers a clear choice between a           
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conventional and a fundamentally-sustainable brand. By researching this gap within the           

unique context of a consumer facing the choice between a sustainable and conventional             

option offered by the same fast fashion brand, this paper brings forth a different angle to the                 

issue of consumers' misaligned beliefs and actions. Likewise, this study is the first to look               

into fashion consumption as a whole, incorporating, not only the purchase of new items, but               

also the disposal and maintenance of old ones,.These new perspectives offer valuable            

additional insights within relevant literature.  

Existing studies on the matter agree on the discovered primary barriers that can discourage              

consumers from purchasing the sustainable item over the conventional one. These include            

barriers such as the sustainable items’ higher price, low availability in mainstream markets,             

perceived inferior quality and poor design (Sudbury and Böltner, 2011; Perry and Chung,             

2016; Park and Lin, 2020). In the case of H&M, these factors are not applicable to the                 

brand’s Conscious Collection. Surprisingly, the same exact barriers mentioned in past           

literature were listed by the study’s participants as the reasons behind their limited purchases              

from this collection, displaying a clear misconception about the available conscious option.            

The reason behind this was discovered to be the participants’ limited knowledge on matters              

surrounding sustainability in fashion, a factor that has been highlighted in the past by a               

couple other academics. Yet, this study also identified a high unwillingness amongst            

millennial consumers to actively search for information themselves, expecting the brand they            

interact with to teach them about sustainable matters and its own initiatives. Thus, this              

research uncovered that the issue of consumers’ misaligned attitudes and behaviors is            

practically in brands’ hands and can be solved, or at the very least mitigated, by strategic                

tactics. 

Furthermore, the investigation of sustainable attitudes and actions within the entire           

consumption cycle of clothes, highlighted how consumers are less inclined to incorporate            

sustainable actions within the purchase of fashion items than any other stage. They appeared              

to consider donations as the standard option when disposing of their clothes, while they are               

trying to take better care of their clothes so they last longer. Therefore, the latter two aspects                 

of fashion consumption show greater potential for changing first toward a more sustainable             

future.  
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6.4. Limitations and suggestions for further research  
As with the majority of academic studies, the design and topic of the current research is                

subject to some limitations, which are discussed in this section.  

A methodological limitation of this research lies within the fact that it focuses exclusively on               

millennial women. Since there is no similar past research on the subject, focusing on the most                

prominent customer group of fast fashion brands was a sensible decision. Starting on the              

research from the industry's primary target group can be seen as the first step towards               

understanding consumers' sustainable fashion behavior within fast fashion. Yet, it is           

advisable for future research to take the next step and look into the subject from a wider point                  

of view, incorporating different age groups and genders, as differences in the attitudes and              

behaviors within each group may exist.  

On the same wavelength, the study emphasizes on one brand and its consumers within the               

Danish market, mainly due to resource restrictions, and even though consumers from            

different origins participated, the findings might still reflect the Danish culture and attitude.             

Thus, it is recommended for future research to repeat this study incorporating different brands              

and in countries with different ways of living, with the purpose of reaching a more               

international scope of the attitude-behavior gap issue.  

The topic of the research could also lead to some limitations, as it is particularly challenging                

to study consumer opinions, attitudes and behaviors regarding ethical issues, such as            

sustainability, as they are sensitive topics. Within this area of research, there is always the               

risk of consumers giving answers that are socially desirable, rather than truthful (Joergens,             

2006). However, this risk was acknowledged during the preparation of the study and was              

minimized by conducting individual and confidential interviews, with the purpose of giving            

participants a more comfortable platform for them to talk about their honest opinions and              

actions on the matter.  
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8. Appendices 

Appendix A. CMS measures 

 
Source: Barbopoulos and Johansson (2017) 
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Appendix B. The research onion framework 

 
Source: Saunders et al. (2012) 

Appendix C. Examples of the key interview questions 

Fashion: 
1. What is fashion to you? 

a. What are the reasons you usually get the urge/drive to purchase something? 

2. When you decide on the purchase of a fashion item, what factors matter most to you?  

3. How do you usually gather information about fashion brands?  

a. Do you ever actively look up what they do? 

b. Do you gather any information about a brand or its items when you are in its 
stores, whether physical or online? 

i.  Do you look through/read labels? 
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Sustainability: 
1. What are your thoughts on the world trying to be more sustainable in recent years? 

a. Do you personally try to be sustainable? 

i. Would you want to improve on it? 

b. Do you think knowing more about the actual effect of your actions would             
motivate you to be more sustainable as a consumer? 

c. Do you think of sustainability when you consume fashion?  
*Consume: when you purchase items, when you dispose of them and how you             
take care of them 

2. In recent years we have seen a tendency in the fashion industry of brands choosing to                
become more sustainable, what is your view on that? 

H&M: 
1. What are the reasons you choose to shop from H&M? What drives you to visit their                

stores? 

2. What do you know about H&M’s sustainable actions?  

a. What is your opinion on them? 

3. What do you know about H&M’s Conscious Collection? 

a. Do you know what makes it conscious? 

b. Out of all the items you have bought from H&M, how many of them would you                
say are from this collection? If not much, then why?/ If a lot, then why? 

4. What do you know about H&M’s Recycling program offered for its customers? 

a. How often have you used it in the past? Why (not)? 

5. What do you know about H&M’s Take Care guidance?  

a. Have you ever used their tips and tricks? OR How come you think you have never                
noticed it? 

i. What do you think about it? 

6. Do you think there is a difference between H&M and fashion brands that are              
fundamentally sustainable when it comes to their sustainability-focused actions?  
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Appendix D. Interview summaries  
The interviews began with an introduction to the topic and the layout of the conversation               

ahead, which was followed by the gathering of the relevant demographical characteristics.            

So, all participants were asked the same questions about their age, educational level,             

profession and so on. These are presented in Table 1 within the paper. The rest of the                 

conversations are summarized here per interviewee.  

Participant A 

The interview with Participant A was conducted in person. She was observed to be a rather                

talkative individual, as she did not take any long pauses when giving her opinion on the                

topics discussed, even though she appeared to not have adequate information on some of the               

subjects.  

Fashion to her is said to be a means to express herself and her feelings. She mentioned that                  

clothes have greater value when she is around her friends, showcasing the effect social norms               

and surroundings can have on individuals. The primary factors that affect her            

decision-making process when purchasing fashion are price, colors, practicality and comfort,           

while she mentioned that she buys clothes when she needs something new, either for              

everyday life or a special occasion.  

In regard to seeking information on fashion brands’ actions, she expressed her unwillingness             

to actively search for their operations and background. The only exception being in the case               

of discovering a new brand, when she would be interested in finding out what it stands for,                 

yet, only by searching its website. Searching for information is usually an online activity, as               

she mentioned that in the physical stores she does not particularly want to pause her shopping                

in order to read a long article. Short information that can be read during the shopping journey,                 

however, is well received, she said. Labels were also mentioned as a great platform for               

receiving information, yet, she pointed out that in reality they do not offer details on the                

production of clothes, which she would appreciate. 

On the topic of the current adoption of sustainability around the globe, her opinions were               

very enthusiastic and positive, as she mentioned that individuals and corporations should do             
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their part to save the planet. Sustainability within the fashion industry was also perceived              

positively. However, in this instance, Participant A expressed some doubts of whether the             

relevant brands are doing enough and mentioned her expectations for further actions. At the              

same time she recognized that for a brand to completely turn its operations would take a lot                 

of time, effort and support from its customers.  

The interviewee mentioned that she tries herself to change toward a more sustainable path,              

yet, she does not do enough and she wants to further improve. Her personal impact was                

reported to affect her in a way and prompt her to more sustainable actions. She mentioned,                

however, that the way these facts are formed when communicated by brands are difficult to               

understand as a consumer. Within her fashion consumption, sustainability is not a big part of               

her decision-making process when purchasing an item, due to the prioritization of prices,             

although she always tries to donate her old clothes. Maintaining her clothes was expressed as               

a challenge due to the various steps a consumer ought to take to keep a garment in a very                   

good condition, especially when it is not of high quality.  

When the conversation led to H&M, Participant A mentioned two primary reasons she             

purchases from the brand: the low prices and the large variety of styles available. In regard to                 

the brand’s sustainable initiatives, she only stated her knowledge on the existence of the              

Conscious Collection and the recycling program. She admitted to not having any detailed             

information about either of the two, besides the discount voucher given to consumers that use               

the recycling bins in-store. Even though the interviewee valued the actions taken by the              

brand, her past purchases from the Conscious Collection only represented 5% of her overall              

purchases from H&M, while she had utilized the Recycling program only two times in the               

past. The limited purchases from the collection was explained to be due to the impression that                

the line only includes very basic styles and is charged more than other items in-store. The                

Take Care guidance was not something she was aware of and had, thus, never utilized. The                

idea of it though, was well received as she noted that it could be useful to use in the future.  

At the end of the interview, Participant A confessed some doubts about H&M’s real              

intentions behind its sustainable actions, as she said it might be changing its course due to                

external pressure and the goal to attract more consumers in the market.  
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Participant B 

Once again, this interview was conducted in person, following the wishes of the interviewee.              

Participant B appeared to be rather critical about the topic of the interview from the start, as it                  

was apparent that she doubted the sustainable initiatives of fashion brands in general.  

Within the first theme of the interview, Participant B stated that clothes, and fashion in               

general, are a form of expression that she has always been interested in. When she purchases                

fashion items, she primarily considers their quality, comfort and price. Despite her interest in              

the products, her information sources in regard to this industry and its relevant brands are               

only limited to specific influencers that she follows on social media, as she added that she                

rarely looks up for information hershelf. The barriers that appeared to discourage her from              

diving further into the topic were her distrust of the brands’ declarations, as well as her                

impression of their communication being vague and difficult to understand. A similar            

unwilling attitude was observed in regard to receiving information in-store, in which instance             

she said that only direct and short facts would catch her eye.  

On the subject of sustainability, Participants B explicitly stated that she wholeheartedly            

supports the idea of becoming more environmentally conscious. She admitted to have made             

some crucial changes in order to try and do her part, yet, she recognized the space for                 

personal improvement. A factor that encourages her more to choose a sustainable option was              

mentioned to be relevant knowledge on her own impact as a consumer, as she said to have                 

affected her decisions in the past. The pairing of sustainability with fashion was perceived as               

a good sign that the relevant brands care about the environment. Nonetheless she expressed a               

suspicion on the sustainability declarations of fashion brands, as she said to have the              

impression that most of them are not transparent enough. 

H&M was portrayed by Participant B as a familiar brand that is easily accessible due to its                 

numerous locations around the city. These characteristics were said to represent the primary             

reasons that prompt her to visit its stores, amongst the large variety of basic staple pieces,                

which are the main items that she buys from the brand. Despite the participant’s strong               

opinions on sustainability, she admitted to having purchased only a couple of items from the               

Conscious Collection. The justification behind this was that she has not been assured             
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somehow that these items are indeed sustainable. The same limited behavior was stated in the               

case of H&M’s Recycling program, as she said to have never utilized it due to her                

misconception that the program only recycles garments, while she prefers to donate her             

clothes to people in need. When the Take Care guidance was mentioned as the last relevant                

initiative of H&M, Participant B admitted a total unawareness of its existence. 

When discussing about H&M, it was evident that the interviewee’s perception of the brand              

has been tainted by others’ opinions, which utlimately led to some scepticism about the              

brand’s intentions. Most of her doubts were affirmed to stem from others’ opinions of the               

brand, mainly influencers, without her having any tangible facts to support her suspicions.             

She even admitted multiple times her limited knowledge on the brand’s actions and the              

overall topic of sustainability in fashion. 

Participant C 

This interview was completed in person, once again, respecting the preferences of the             

individual. Overall Participant C appeared to be very appreciative of brands making any             

relevant sustainable changes, yet, she also shared her doubts about the intentions behind their              

actions, pointing out the possibility of changing in order to be competitive in the market. 

During the conversation within the first theme of the interview, Participant C stated that she               

employs fashion as a means to feel comfortable and pretty, since that gives her the confidence                

she needs to express her personality and identity. Moreover, she added that the main reason               

behind the urge to purchase something is the need for something new as an addition to her                 

wardrobe, while she primarily considers the price and the quality of the pieces when              

shopping. She further admitted that she is inclined at times to pay more if she is reassured the                  

item at hand is of higher quality and that considerations of ethics are occasionally a part of                 

the decision-making process but rarely guide the final decision.  

On the topic of obtaining relevant knowledge about fashion brands’ statements and actions,             

she explained that she mostly relies on information she happens to run into, as well as                

friends’ and family’s opinions and experiences, instead of actively seeking any details            

herself. Furthermore, she noted that she would be willing to look through simple and easy               

information during her visit in a brand’s store. She also mentioned that details on her own                
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personal impact communicated by a brand are interesting and can affect her purchase             

behavior.  

During the interview, sustainability was portrayed as a very urgent issue that ought to be               

addressed. Participant C said to try to be sustainable herself, while also acknowledging the              

many more actions she could take to improve her own conscious levels. Yet, this change was                

perceived to be difficult to make due to the various relevant trade-offs. This challenge was               

apparent once again when the conversation led to the ways she has incorporated sustainability              

within her fashion consumption, which she said is mostly limited to the disposal of her               

clothes, as she chooses to donate them. In regards to the incorporation of sustainability within               

the fashion industry, she showed an initial positive response but also mentioned her             

suspicions about brands making changes in order to gain a competitive edge, due to the               

current pressure on corporations to become more environmentally conscious.  

Participant C mentioned that the primary reason she purchases from H&M are the items’              

relatively low prices, sufficient quality and various styles. Even though she claimed to have              

completed an academic project on the brand, she showcased a high unawareness of H&M’s              

sustainable initiatives, as she only noted the existence of the Conscious Collection, which she              

perceived to be relatively expensive. This may explain the very low percentage (10%) she              

shared when asked how much of her current collection of H&M items is from that collection.                

More reasons behind the very few purchases from that collection were said to be its limited                

assortment, as well as the prioritization of other motivations over ethics when consuming             

fashion. As she had barely any knowledge about the other two initiatives available, she              

admitted to have never utilized the Recycling program, nor the Take Care guidance in the               

past. However, she showcased the desire to use them in the future as she perceived them to be                  

rather useful. 

Participant D 

The fourth interview was conducted over the phone, as the interviewee felt more comfortable              

with this option. Participant D gave the impression of a consumer rather sensitive to prices, a                

characteristic that appears to highly discourage her from choosing the sustainable option, due             

to her perception that sustainable means expensive. 
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Fashion for this participant was portrayed as a means to show her personality visually, as well                

as to impress others. Her purchases of fashion pieces were said to be affected primarily by the                 

price, fit, comfort and quality of the item at hand. When discussing the sources she utilizes                

for the collection of information about the fashion brands she interacts with, she mentioned              

being highly influenced by social media and the information she gathers from other people’s              

opinions, without searching herself for additional details. When in-store, she admitted to only             

paying attention to short information, such as the material used for the production of a               

clothing item. However, she admitted that details on a consumers’ personal impact would             

attract her attention and ultimately influence her decisions during her shopping journey.  

When the conversation led to the subject of sustainability, Participant D initially mentioned             

her appreciation on how more and more individuals are trying to become sustainable. Then,              

she focused on explaining how corporations ought to increase their current initiatives, leading             

to the opinion that their current actions are a good first step. The same viewpoint was                

observed when discussing the incorporation of sustainability within the operations of fashion            

brands. In regard to her own sustainability levels, she reported that sustainability highly             

influences some aspects of her life, but that does not include her fashion purchases, as she                

reported not being ready to compromise. This was said to be due to the impression that every                 

sustainable item is expensive. However, she mentioned that she always donates old clothes or              

finds new ways to repurpose them, taking sustainable actions when disposing her clothes. 

When asked about why she usually purchases from H&M, the participant clearly stated two              

reasons: available styles and price. Concerning the brand’s initiatives, Participant D           

perceived the Conscious Collection as stylish, yet very expensive, which she explained was             

the reason for never having purchased an item from that line. The same limited behavior was                

apparent when discussing the other two initiatives, as she said to have used the Recycling               

program only once, while she reported not knowing, nor utilizing the Take Care guidance.              

Overall, it was observed that the participants had close to no knowledge of the features or the                 

existence of H&M’s initiatives, which she claimed to be due to not coming across the brand’s                

communication of its sustainable actions. 
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Participant E 

The second to last interview was another one conducted over the phone, in accordance with               

the participant’s request. Participant E appeared to have a positive perception of            

sustainability, yet, her prioritization of convenience seemed to get in the way of conscious              

actions in some instances. Moreover, she was critical of fashion brand’s sustainability            

declarations.  

Being comfortable and being herself were this participants’ explanation of what fashion            

means to her. She portrayed it as a reflection of who a person is and how they want to be                    

perceived by others in situations such as when in a professional environment. Her fashion              

purchases were said to be guided by the need to buy something new for a special occasion or                  

as a necessary addition to her wardrobe, while price, quality and comfort were the primary               

factors affecting her purchase decisions. Participant E was another one that showed            

willingness to pay more for an item that is of high quality and will last longer.  

Actively gathering information about fashion brands and their actions was said to be a rare               

occasion, as she admitted to often just relying on what she has collected from sources she                

happened to encounter. She also stated that it is uncommon for her to actively search for                

information when in-store, yet, concise details on matters that she is interested in usually              

attract her attention (i.e. fabric details on a label).  

On the matter of sustainability, Participant E explicitly stated a positive attitude, mentioning             

how there can be an actual difference if individuals and corporations do their part. Her own                

sustainability levels, however, were said to be limited to some aspects of her life, such as                

cooking, while she admitted constantly considering the need to expand her environmentally            

conscious actions. Knowing her own effect when choosing the sustainable option over a             

conventional one was stated as one factor that could prompt her to improve. In regard to                

fashion consumption, she explained that she always donates her clothes, unless they are in a               

terrible condition, in which case she throws them out. She further mentioned that she could               

be better in regard to the maintenance of her clothes, as she recently obtained new knowledge                

on how that can make a big difference for the planet. She, however, said that sustainability                

seldomly plays a role in the purchase of new fashion items, and if it is considered it is in the                    
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form of minimizing new purchases and utlizing her clothes for longer. This was justified later               

in the conversation as the result of the fact that she is yet not financially stable, thus she                  

cannot afford the sustainable option, which is perceived as expensive.  

Participant E explained that she chooses to purchase from H&M due to its items’ trendy               

styles, quality/price ratio and large variety of basic pieces. When the brand’s initiatives were              

mentioned, she showcased an appreciation for the brand recognizing sustainability as an issue             

and taking the first step in becoming more environmentally conscious. At the same time, she               

expressed an anticipation for the brand to expand its conscious actions and use its leading               

spot to also lead the change in the industry. Despite this expectation, Participant E admitted               

having limited knowledge on the brand’s sustainable initiatives. She was unaware of the Take              

Care initiative’ existence, thus, had never used it, while she only had basic information about               

the other two initiatives. Her perception of the Conscious Collection was that it lacked trendy               

styles, which was the reason why she said to have purchased from that collection only 10% of                 

the times she shopped at H&M. Similarly, she confessed to never utilizing the Recycling              

program as she prioritized convenience and found the placement of the recycling bins hard to               

access. 

When she was asked about her thoughts and opinions on the pairing of sustainability and               

fashion, Participant E confessed that she perceives it as ironic, due to the industry’s rather               

unsustainable foundations. More specifically to H&M, her impression of the few brand’s            

communicative messages she had encountered in the past was said to be vague and left her                

with the thought that H&M might be using greenwashing marketing. She expressed her             

doubts about the intentions of the brand’s sustainable actions, as she thinks that there is a                

chance H&M is only acting sustainable in order to be perceived positively in the industry.               

Yet, once again, she explicitly admitted that she only has limited knowledge on what the               

brand’s actions are. 
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Participant F 

The last interview was once again a phone conversation with the interviewee. Participant F              

was observed to be very appreciative of any changes brands have made towards a more               

conscious future, yet she repeatedly confessed to having limited knowledge on the subject of              

sustainability and its incorporation in brands’ operations. 

Fashion was portrayed by this participant simply as wearing items that make her feel              

comfortable. She stated that the main reason she buys new fashion pieces is the need for                

something new, while the factors that primarily affect her decisions is the price, fit and               

quality of the items. Similarly to all other participants, she admitted to not actively seeking               

information on the operations of fashion brands. Her main sources of information were noted              

to be her friends and social media pages, showcasing the effect social norms have on               

consumers and their perceptions. 

On the subject of sustainability, the participant's comments included optimistic remarks on            

the fact that people have started to act in a more environmentally conscious manner, but also                

some worries that this change might have started late. She continued by saying that she also                

tries to continuoysly expand her sustainable actions, yet she cannot afford to do it across all                

aspects of her life, implying the perception that sustainability is expensive. Even so, she              

admitted that being more aware of her own personal effect on the world could prompt her to                 

choose the sustainable option more. In regard to fashion consumption, she mentioned that she              

donates her clothes, but she does not consider of sustainability when purchasing fashion             

items, due to her insufficient knowledge on the topic. Further, she added that in order to                

maintain her clothes and elongate their life, she needs the help of others.  

The adoption of sustainable practices was perceived by Participant F as a great thing, as she                

stated that individuals cannot make a change without the help of big corporations. However,              

she later mentioned that brands such as H&M ought to do more to catch up with the level of                   

sustainability shown by other brands within the fashion industry, considering that they have a              

large influence on the outcome due to their size. 
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For Participant F, H&M is a preferred fashion brand, due to its relatively low prices, variety                

of styles and the pric/quality ratio. Her opinion on the brand’s sustainable actions was very               

positive, as she mentioned that it is setting the example within the industry for more brands to                 

follow. Yet, later in the conversation, she explicitly admitted to have limited knowledge on              

the brand’s initiatives. This unawareness appeared to be the reason why the participant had              

never used the Take Care initiative, as well as why the only purchases made from the                

Conscious Collection were said to be by accident, as she did not realize their distinction from                

the other available collections. Further, the participant was surprised to hear that the             

Recycling program is still available, as the lack of communication about it led to the               

impression that it was discontinued.  
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Appendix E. Data display 
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Appendix F. Pictures collected during observations 

Example: Store’s front windows and entrance 

Example: Kinds of communicative/atmospheric elements currently in-store 
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Example: Observed underutilized spaces 
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Example: Observed information within the changing rooms 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Example: Observed communicative element supporting overconsumption 

 
Example: The only communicative element dedicated to H&M’s initiatives 
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Example: Conscious Collection’s green tags 
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Example: Sustainability section on H&M’s website 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Example: Product background details on H&M’s website 
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Appendix G. Conscious Collection comparison examples 
 
Examples of basics 
 
Conscious: 

 

 *recycled cotton 
 
Conventional: 
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Conscious: 

 

* recycled polyester 
 
 
Conventional: 
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Conscious: 

 

 *recycled polyester 
 
 
Conventional: 
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Trendy examples 
 
Conscious: 

 

 *recycled cotton 
 
 
 
Conventional: 
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Conscious: 

 

 *recycled polyester 
 
 
 
Conventional: 
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Conscious: 

 

 *recycled polyester 
 
 
 
Conventional: 
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Conscious: 

 

*ecological cotton 
 
 
 
Conventional: 
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