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Abstract. This paper uses a narrative literature review to provide evidence of the problematic consequences 
of the fast fashion industry in the context of sustainability and to consider the option of the green marketing 
approach as a way of reducing negative impacts. Studies relevant to our research were identified through a 
search of Web of Science, Science Direct, Scopus and Google Scholar. In recent years, environmental 
sustainability has played an important role on the political agenda, but it is also driving innovation in 
business. The range of environmentally friendly products on the market is increasing, and consumers are 
showing interest in buying these types of products, which are usually more expensive. Unfortunately, 
fashion production is one of the least sustainable industries. Therefore, more and more fashion companies 
are trying to implement green approaches in their value chains. Green marketing in the context of the fashion 
industry essentially refers to products that are produced with respect to working conditions and the 
environment, and to the possibility of finding a compromise between business objectives and environmental 
issues. 
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1 Introduction  

With the public's growing interest in the environment since the 1960s and companies' interest in improving their image 

through their environmental efforts, marketing communication in the form of green marketing is increasingly being used 

to appeal to environmentally conscious consumers [1]. Companies have realised that consumers are beginning to make 

environmentally conscious purchases. The increasing interest of consumers, politicians, investors and companies in the 

environment has led to a greening of business and the emergence of a new marketing concept known as 'green marketing'. 

It is marketing's response to the environmental impact of the “design, production, packaging, use and disposal of products” 

[2]. While in the initial phase of the development of 'ecological' green marketing, the focus was concentrated on specific 

environmental problems such as air and water pollution, excessive use of natural resources and dependence on products 

that are partially harmful to the environment. In the second phase of the development of 'environmental' green marketing, 

marketers focused more on reducing environmental damage through green consumer demand and competitive advantages 

for companies in the market. In the third phase of 'sustainable' green marketing, thanks to increased consumer awareness 

of global issues and the links between the environment, society and the economy, marketing targets sustainability and 

reflects the total environmental cost in product prices to create a sustainable economy and society [3]. There is a similar, 

but motivationally different classification and designation of the concept as environmental marketing, within which three 

different approaches emerged - ecological, green and sustainable marketing. The motivations for ecological marketing 

are moral impulses and a positive attitude towards the environment; green marketing is motivated by market pressure and 

sustainable marketing is motivated by the companies' long-term perspective on value preservation and profits, seeking 

a compromise between business objectives and environmental issues [4]. While environmental sustainability has taken 

an important role on the political agenda, it is also driving innovation in business. The number of environmentally friendly 

products that are available on the market is increasing and consumers are showing a growing interest in buying them and 

are willing to pay a higher price [5].  

On the other hand, pseudo-green companies are entering the market to gain a competitive advantage through 

greenwashing practices without real concern and efforts for environmental protection [6]. Companies that engage in 

greenwashing attempt to convince consumers that the company or its products are environmentally friendly, when in fact 

they have a poor environmental performance, while at the same time communicating their good environmental 

performance. Such behaviour harm the consumer and investor trust in companies with products that actively care for the 

environment [7], leads to consumer confusion [8] and has a negative impact on green purchases, green brand image and 

loyalty even among environmentally conscious consumers [9,10]. Moreover, greenwashing is widespread in the fashion 

and textile industry [11]. These industries are also questionable in terms of sustainability and corporate social 
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responsibility (CSR) as such [12] and have been criticised for exploiting human and natural resources, environmental 

degradation, pollution and waste [13].  

From an existential perspective, sustainability and sustainable production and consumption is no longer a luxury or a 

choice, but a necessity [14]. Therefore, this paper aims to obtain evidence of problematic consequences of the fast fashion 

industry in the sustainability context and to review the option of the green marketing approach as a way to reduce the 

negative impacts. 

2 Methodology 

This study uses a narrative literature review to gather available evidence of the consequences of the fashion industry 

in the sustainability context and its common practices and findings related to green marketing approaches. This method 

is preferred due to its possibility to find enough information, including the criticism, on a given topic in a relatively short 

time framework. Another reason for choosing this method is the perceived lack of information about the reality and the 

dark side of this industry within the scientific publications. To find relevant research studies, we defined the search topics. 

Based on previous expert opinions and background information, we start with the introduction of fast fashion and socio-

economic, ethical and environmental contexts in the modern fashion industry. Then we continue with green marketing 

and sustainability in fast fashion to get a complete and perhaps critical overview of the issue and find possible gaps in 

current research and understanding of environmental awareness and moreover sustainability in this industry. Studies 

relevant to our research were identified through a search of Web of Science, Science Direct, Scopus and Google Scholar. 

The search period was not limited. 

3 Results and Discussion 

3.1 Fast fashion 

The fashion industry has changed its dynamics in recent decades. The modern clothing market is dominated by 'fast 

fashion', which drives new trends, increases the number of fashion seasons and frequency of consumption, shortens the 

usability of items with no long-term value, and establishes offshore supply chains with cheap manufacturing to deliver 

large quantities of clothing quickly and at low cost to be priced competitively [15-18]. In the last two decades, fashion 

supply chains have shifted to developing countries, recently from Asia to Africa, promising socio-economic development 

to these countries, but ultimately fast fashion comes with a higher cost [19]. Due to production problems, and other 

economic, social, ethical and environmental impacts, companies are trying to promote and ensure sustainability in their 

value chains to improve performance, set sustainability criteria and conduct monitoring and auditing activities [20]. 

However, the audits are often ineffective, even fictitious, and do not reveal the actual unsatisfactory conditions [21,22]. 

3.1.1 Fast fashion and its socio-economic, ethical and environmental context 

While the market pushes the industry to make clothes even cheaper, to cut corners, this has consequences in the form 

of declining product quality, and negative social and environmental effects [23]. The entire life cycle of inexpensive 

clothing involves risks to people and the environment, who bear the costs [24]. The key element for low-cost fashion 

production is cheap labour, which can be found in developing countries [20]. Cheap labour is associated with low wages 

and poor working conditions [24]. Extensive violations of workers' and human rights, long working hours, child labour 

and exposure to chemicals are commonplace in this industry [25]. Large companies are in a position to cut corners to 

make the greatest possible profit [26]. In this context, the global structure of industry almost forces companies to cut 

production costs by squeezing out suppliers, moving production abroad and contracting it out to workshops that also 

employ informal workers to gain a competitive advantage, but in this case, this international competition is more of a race 

to the bottom [27]. The textile and fashion industry is often criticised for involving practices of modern slavery [28]. 

Shifting production to developing countries lowers costs not only because of cheap labour and exploitation of human 

rights but also because of the lack of adequate social, environmental, safety and other legal standards regulating the 

fashion sector, making it the least regulated and least sustainable global industry [29,30]. The textile and fashion industry 

is one of the largest employers, but also the second-largest polluter after the oil industry [31]. The dyeing and processing 

of textiles produce a lot of heavily polluted wastewater, the discharge of which into the river is prohibited for 

environmental reasons [32]. However, in developing countries like Bangladesh, these polluted effluents are also recently 

discharged into rivers and streams to save the high costs of treatment chemicals and energy-intensive technologies [33]. 

This also leads to the pollution of surface water, groundwater and soils, causing significant negative externalities and 

affecting the lives of poor people and the livelihoods of farmers who own and cultivate polluted soils that lose value and 

fertility [34]. In contrast, cotton-based textiles require large amounts of water and pesticides, while polyester, for example, 

is made from petroleum [24]. Our clothing also releases chemicals and micro textile waste, and in the case of synthetic 

materials, microplastics can eventually enter the food chain. Due to the throwaway culture of fast fashion, over 2/3 of our 

textiles end up in landfills [35]. The fast fashion industry is obviously very wasteful and far from being sustainable or 

closed-loop, and clothing itself has gone from being a durable good to a daily purchase thanks to the fast fashion 
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production system and business model [36]. One of the characteristics of the fast fashion industry is the limited protection 

of intellectual property, which often tempts designers to copy the designs and products of others [37].  

Moreover, various accidents related to factories, such as the fire at the Tazreen factory in 2012 or the collapse of the 

Rana Plaza building in 2013. It was built without permits and serious examination of the building's statics and yet 

produced clothes for 29 mostly world-renowned brands. Even though a huge crack was discovered a day before the 

collapse, all people, mostly women and children, were forced to stay at their workplaces. Not just these tragedies have 

raised concerns about the functioning of the fast fashion system. Some other factories were later closed because of their 

poor construction. In addition to such accidents in industry, there have also been cases of unpaid wages for workers who 

work in factories producing goods for brands such as Zara, Next and Mango [38]. While fast fashion allows products to 

be delivered to retailers in a matter of weeks to meet consumer demand for new garments, overconsumption, industry 

practices and growing awareness of environmental and social consequences are providing the impetus for new ways of 

producing and consuming fashion [39]. The counterpart to fast fashion is so-called slow fashion, which promotes 

sustainable production and consumption of fashion [40]. However, fast fashion companies have also started to launch 

sustainable collections to increase the legitimacy of the company, the perception of CSR and trust in the brand in the eyes 

of customers [41]. Policymakers could promote sustainability in fast fashion through interventions, taxes or subsidies, as 

awareness of sustainability does not automatically lead to sustainable economic behaviour; customers should be more 

aware and update their knowledge so that they are not misled by false marketing communication from different fast 

fashion brands [42]. 

3.2 Green marketing and sustainability in fast fashion industry 

Sustainability and ethics in the context of the fashion industry essentially refer to products that are manufactured with 

respect for working conditions and the environment, which can be a part of CSR [43]. The responsibility for sustainable 

fashion lies not only with the fashion industry, which must create conditions for sustainable production and 

remanufacturing, green marketing and green information exchange but also with fashion consumers, who can have a green 

attitude and improve their awareness, knowledge and education [42]. Marketing should provide a basis to encourage 

consumers to make sustainable purchasing decisions for longer-lasting quality clothing made from appropriate materials 

in appropriate production processes [44]. Yet, fast fashion is characterised by an increase in clothing consumption and 

a decrease in the trend cycle. It is also typical that consumers from the middle class buy these clothes, which are 

fashionable and cheap at the same time. However, the empirical results show the general trend that consumers have a 

greater awareness of environmental issues [45]. Unfortunately, consumers may not be aware of the costs of cheap fashion 

and the excesses of fast fashion need to be highlighted and communicated by policymakers, industry players and various 

stakeholders to guide consumers towards more sustainable fashion that fast fashion and its production, sourcing, design, 

marketing and consumption [37]. If sustainability is a goal, the fast fashion industry needs to change its practices and 

integrate marketing strategies that encompass the entire marketing mix (4 P's), resulting in reshaping the industry, 

reducing consumption, frequency of purchases, setting higher prices, less discounting, fewer collections per year, limiting 

the number of physical shops, extending the life of products through higher quality, active promoting of sustainability 

and value to reduce overconsumption and lower environmental impact [14]. Currently, consumer behaviour may also be 

influenced to some extent by the COVID 19 global pandemic. Fast fashion retailers use e-commerce solutions as their 

predominant business model at the time of the pandemic, so fast fashion clothing is easily available despite the situation 

[46]. The global impact of the fast fashion industry in terms of carbon emissions is enormous. Fast fashion production 

has doubled this century, resulting in a 30% increase in carbon emissions. This may suggest that the sector is becoming 

greener to some extent, but an absolute improvement in the environmental impact of fashion could be achieved by 

eliminating fast fashion as a business model [47].  

The most common research is on the proper strategy of fast fashion companies. The aim is mainly to maximise profits 

or sales. An effective marketing strategy that could be explored by fast fashion marketers is linked to green marketing. 

As studied in Indonesia, companies that engage in green marketing and innovate their products can influence customers' 

willingness to make indirect purchases in the future through the company's image and CSR. From the consumers' 

perspective, the results show that CSR is the most important factor motivating consumers to make purchases as they are 

increasingly interested and concerned about the environment and sustainability [48]. Green marketing in fashion and 

claims such as organic or recycled fibres, sustainable manufacturing, donations to green organisations, fair trade and 

labour practices can increase companies' profits by reducing consumers' price sensitivity and increasing their willingness 

to pay [49]. However, based on research that focused on specifying the marketing strategy of fast fashion retailers 

in relation to consumer attitudes towards the sustainability of fast fashion products in the UK, one consumer segment was 

defined as not receptive to fast fashion products with sustainability attributes - the working-class female in the United 

Kingdom. Furthermore, this is a large segment in the UK. It was also found that among consumers of fast fashion products, 

their claimed knowledge of sustainability is likely to be higher than their actual knowledge because they are overconfident 

[42]. Fast fashion merchandisers also frequently enter into partnerships with non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 

They use this strategy mainly to mitigate negative reactions from environmentally-conscious consumer groups. The 

effects of such partnerships may be beneficial at first glance, but there is a good chance that they will fail and harm both 

parties. Fast fashion companies pursue a business model that aims to maximise profits, while NGOs cater to the higher 

social and environmental demands of the public. The partnership between fast fashion companies and NGOs has the 
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advantage of increasing adaptability to change, flexibility, innovation and securing their own organisational identity. 

Obstacles may lie mainly in the area of possible opportunism and lack goal orientation [50].  

Consumer behaviour in fast fashion from a sustainability perspective can also be looked at from the other side, i.e., 

the consumer side. The sustainable characteristics of products positively influence consumer behaviour in the fast fashion 

sector. On the other hand, consumer behaviour is more likely to be associated with positive implicit attitudes when 

sustainability is paired with luxury than with fast fashion. It was also confirmed that sustainability influences a higher 

level of perceived warmth. This also has a positive effect on consumer behaviour towards fast fashion products [51]. 

Some sustainable marketing activities play a key role in constructing a positive image of fast fashion and brand image. 

These might be economic, environmental, cultural and social activities, which can through improved image help the brand 

to survive on the market [52]. With luxury clothing, one can also observe the cultural environment in which the retailer 

operates. Sustainable communication for non-luxury apparel brands is more effective in a cultural environment 

characterised by higher awareness related to sustainability [53]. Similarly, environmentally conscious consumers pay 

more attention to content-based than associative environmental claims in advertising and respond more 

to communications from luxury brands than fast fashion brands, even though both luxury and fast fashion products are 

unsustainable and harmful to the environment [54]. 

4 Conclusion 

The fashion industry is undoubtedly a key industry and one of the largest employers worldwide, but on the other hand, 

it is also one of the least sustainable industries in the world. The relocation of production to developing countries due to 

cost-cutting in many cases leads to the exploitation of human rights and the lack of adequate social, environmental, safety 

and other legal standards. Furthermore, the fashion industry is very wasteful and produces a lot of heavily polluted 

wastewater, so it is far from being an example of a sustainable industry. The reasons for this are obvious. Fast fashion 

dominates the clothing market of the 21st century. Fast fashion means increasing consumption, shortening the useful life 

of items supplied in large quantities and reducing manufacturing costs to increase price competitiveness.  

In recent years, environmental sustainability has played an important role in the political agenda, but it is also driving 

innovation in business. The supply of environmentally friendly products on the market is increasing and consumers are 

showing interest in buying these types of products, which tend to be higher priced. Due to the aforementioned negative 

impacts, more and more fashion companies are trying to implement green marketing approaches in their value chains to 

improve performance and meet desired sustainability criteria. Green marketing in the context of the fashion industry 

essentially refers to products that are manufactured with respect to working conditions and the environment, which can 

be a part of CSR to find a compromise between business objectives and environmental issues. The sustainable approaches 

in the fashion industry are not only the responsibility of the main companies but also of the consumers, who should 

improve their awareness, knowledge and education on green attitudes. Effective green marketing should lay the 

foundation for changing clothing consumption and encourage consumers to make sustainable purchasing decisions for 

longer-lasting quality clothing made from appropriate materials in appropriate production processes. 
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