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Abstract: The focus of this confirmatory research was on consumer attitudes towards the sustain-
ability of fashion brands and how these attitudes influence their purchasing decisions. The aim
was to explore if the gap between attitudes and purchasing behaviour was present within Croatian
consumers to the same extent as previous research has shown. A survey was conducted of 263 re-
spondents with purchasing power to examine their perception, awareness of, and attitudes towards
sustainability and eco-fashion as consumers. The data collected were analysed using descriptive
statistics and correlation analysis. The results suggest that participants have a positive attitude
towards the sustainability of fashion brands. Moreover, a positive correlation was found between
the importance of fashion brand sustainability and consumers’ decisions to buy sustainable clothing
products. However, the sustainability of a fashion brand or product is among the least important
factors in their purchasing decision. This could mean that their positive attitude may not necessarily
be reflected in actual purchasing behaviour, which is consistent with previous research. The results of
this study provide a framework for a greater understanding of the various factors that may influence
consumer behaviour, such as the sustainability of a fashion brand or product, potentially facilitating
the development of relevant strategies in the fashion industry and changing the way fashion works
and is perceived in the future.

Keywords: sustainable fashion; eco-fashion; sustainable business; consumer awareness; consumer
behaviour; sustainable consumer behaviour; consumer responsibility

1. Introduction

The concept of sustainable fashion emerged in the 1960s, when consumers became
aware of the impact of the fashion industry on the environment and wanted to change
clothing manufacturing practices (Jung and Jin 2014). Sustainable fashion was negatively
perceived at first; however, this changed with anti-fur campaigns in the 1980s and 1990s.
More recently the term has been increasingly associated with fair working conditions
and a sustainable business model (Joergens 2006), as well as organic and environmentally
friendly materials, certifications, and traceability (Henninger 2015). Slow and sustainable
fashion focuses on the ethical practices of producers and consumers, reduced production,
and associated impacts. Moreover, it prioritises quality over quantity, i.e., production and
purchase of quality products over production and purchase of large quantities of products
(Fletcher 2010; Ertekin and Atik 2014). The apparel and fashion industry is one of the
greatest polluters and contributes to different social and ecological problems (McNeill and
Venter 2019). With the turnover in knowledge about environment and ecology, as well
as beliefs, opinions, and attitude of consumers, the demand for eco-friendly apparel has
grown (Khare and Sadachar 2017). Although there has been a positive shift in awareness
about apparel sustainability, green fashion makes up less than 10% of the entire fashion
market (Jacobs et al. 2018). Due to the affordability of fast fashion products, the consumers
who are aware of sustainable fashion often do not support sustainable consumption with
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their purchasing decisions and behaviour (McNeill and Moore 2015). Previous research
has indicated the paradox between increased acceptance of sustainable fashion and lack
of actual purchasing behaviour, known as the attitude –behaviour gap (Wiederhold and
Martinez 2018). The paper aims to examine whether consumers research fashion brand sus-
tainability before buying their products, i.e., to determine whether sustainability practices
of a fashion brand have an impact on consumer purchasing decision. Furthermore, what
motivates buyers when it comes to purchasing apparel and what they seek for in fashion
items. Such information can help retailers in sustainable fashion improve their offers and
supply chain, as well as provide enlightenment about the issues that cause gaps between
attitudes and actions. In addition, the purpose of this paper is to offer a better insight into
consumer consumption of sustainable fashion in Croatia, and to provide a framework for
further research into this topic.

2. The Impact of Fashion Brand Sustainability on Consumer Decisions to Purchase
Their Products

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development defined sustainable
development as ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’. Sustainable fashion is often de-
scribed as an oxymoron (Clark 2008) because fashion as such dictates that something is in or
out of fashion, which contradicts the long-term perspective of sustainability (Walker 2006).
This also explains consumer scepticism towards sustainable fashion brands, as they per-
ceive sustainable fashion as a contradictory term (Henninger et al. 2016). The fashion
industry is facing increasing scrutiny of its supply chain operations that pollute the environ-
ment. However, despite widely known environmental impacts, the industry continues to
grow, in part due to the growth of fast fashion, which relies on cheap production, frequent
consumption and short-term use of clothes (Niinimäki et al. 2020). Sustainable fashion
is more than just a fad; it also considers the social, natural, and economic ‘price’ paid in
fashion manufacturing, includes a number of aspects, and demands accountability from
fashion brands (documentary: The True Cost 2015). The definitions of sustainable fashion in
the literature vary; however, they all include the same elements—the impact of the fashion
industry on the environment and all stakeholders through different aspects, including
society as a whole. It is possible to distinguish eight dimensions making up the sustainable
fashion construct (Shen et al. 2013):

1. Recycled—Recycled apparel products are made from reclaimed materials from used
clothing.

2. Organic—Organic products are made from natural sources without any pesticides
and toxic elements and/or raw materials.

3. Vintage—Refers to any second-hand clothes and up-cycled clothes that have been
given a new life.

4. Vegan—Products that do not contain leather or animal tissue products.
5. Artisan—Products that continue the skills of ancestral traditions.
6. Locally made—Includes products that require little transportation and contribute to

the local economy.
7. Custom made—The goal of this personalised design is to encourage quality and slow

fashion design rather than mass-produced disposable fashion.
8. Fair Trade certified—Includes products made by companies that show respect for

employees and their human rights.

Fast fashion, a dominating manufacturing concept in the fashion industry today, is
the antipode of sustainable or slow fashion. Fast fashion chains have a negative impact
on the environment because, among other things, many of the clothes manufactured in
such business models contain plastic fibres (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood 2006). Moreover,
it has been reported that one garbage truck worth of clothes is disposed of or incinerated
every second. Washing clothes generates 500,000 tons of microfibers, which then end up in
the oceans (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2017). Based on these data, it can be concluded
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that the fashion industry is a major contributor to environmental pollution. Moreover, the
industry is growing, changing, and responding to trends (both market and fashion), so its
impact is expected to grow as well. Therefore, it is important to reduce the negative impacts
of manufacturing processes on the environment and society, improve responsible business
practices of fashion brands, and increase consumer awareness of the consequences of
overconsumption of clothing. In addition to creating negative environmental impacts, the
emergence of fast fashion has changed consumer attitudes towards clothing consumption,
which is associated with cheap production and procurement of materials from foreign
industrial markets. This has created a culture of impulse buying in the fashion industry,
where new garments are available to the average consumer every week. It is essential that
consumers understand the differences between the consequences of cheap and fast fashion
and altruistic interests in environmental sustainability. This is the key to real change in
consumer habits and behaviours (McNeill and Moore 2015).

One of the most important factors affecting the environment during the product use
phase is the lifespan of a garment. Today, garments are far cheaper compared to household
incomes than a few decades ago (Niinimäki 2011). Due to low clothing prices and high
household incomes, the consumption of extremely cheap and disposable clothing with a
very short lifespan has increased (Jackson and Shaw 2009). Textile and clothing prices have
fallen and, currently, consumers own more and more cheap clothes and low-quality textiles
(Niinimäki 2011). Low-quality and cheap clothes are easy to discard, so extending the life
span of garments is one of the most critical issues for sustainable development (Niinimäki
2015). The life span of garments can be prolonged in a variety of ways, e.g., through
resale, donation, rental services or sharing, or engaging with local communities. However,
consumers often do not consider these as part of sustainable fashion and sustainable
consumer behaviour (KPMG 2019).

2.1. Sustainable Fashion Consumption Behaviour

The field of consumer behaviour covers a wide area. It is the study of the processes
involved when individuals or groups select, purchase, use, or dispose of products, services,
ideas, or experiences to meet their needs and desires. Consumers take many forms and the
items consumed can include anything, while the needs and desires we satisfy range from
hunger and thirst to love, status or even spiritual fulfilment. The consumer is generally
considered to be an individual who identifies a need or desire, makes a purchase, and then
disposes of the product in the consumption process (Solomon et al. 2006). Consumer inter-
est in a particular area or product is called consumer involvement; it can be a permanent
involvement—for example when people who are interested in fashion gather information
about news in the field, read magazines, and follow the topic on social networks. Such
interest is caused by the individual’s internal commitment to a specific area that they follow
in the long run and in which they want to become an expert (Kesić 2006). Definitions
of ethical consumer are broad, and the term ‘ethical consumption’ is used to refer to a
number of belief systems (Shaw and Connolly 2006). Taking into account different views,
ethical consumers are individuals who consider the wider impact of their consumption on
other people, animals and/or the environment (Barnett et al. 2005). The biggest challenge
of sustainable consumption is how to match present wants without depleting upcoming
generations and the environment in the long run (Sesini et al. 2020). Despite the shift to
sustainable practices in many industries, including fashion, consumers have yet to fully em-
brace sustainable goods and sustainable business practices in the fashion industry (Brooker
1976; Butler and Francis 1997; Carrigan and Attalla 2001). In addition, studying the desire
to consume fast fashion and barriers to embracing sustainable fashion or adopting eth-
ical fashion consumption practices will highlight the differences between attitudes and
behaviours among self-proclaimed fashion-conscious consumers. More recently, as sustain-
ability emerges as a ‘megatrend’ (Mittelstaedt et al. 2014), organisations have begun to use
words such as ‘eco-friendly’, ‘organic’, ‘environmentally friendly’ and their synonyms in
their marketing messages (Chen and Chang 2013). The research that included systematic
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review and research agendas from 2016 to 2020 has shown that academia increased the re-
search on consumers and sustainability, having peaked in 2019 (Sesini et al. 2020). Although
companies benefit from transparency and clear communication about their sustainable
practices in the garment manufacturing process, more and more of them are engaging in
greenwashing, which is a practice of misleading advertising, often using environmental
certifications, eco labels and logos (Delmas and Burbano 2011). A challenge faced by fash-
ion brands is to convincingly explain the benefits of sustainable fashion to consumers, so as
to encourage them to make informed purchases (Henninger et al. 2016). Although 50% of
European consumers claim to be willing to pay a higher price for sustainable products, the
market share of sustainable products is less than 1% (De Pelsmacker et al. 2005). Positive
consumer attitudes do not always translate into action, and this is generally known as the
attitude–behaviour gap. If money is an issue, consumers can support sustainable fashion
by simply not buying anything (Shen et al. 2013). Current literature provides an insight
into the gap between consumer attitude and purchase behaviour, implying that a positive
attitude towards sustainable fashion is not always followed by an according purchase
(Wiederhold and Martinez 2018), although it has been found that environmental attitude
has a positive association with intent to purchase sustainable clothes (Nguyen et al. 2019).
Experts have also warned that the promotion of sustainable fashion by high street retailers
could discourage consumers from buying sustainable products and be misleading, as these
brands continue to produce new lines with an average turnover of 60 days—contradictory
to sustainable fashion principles. Manufacturers who declare they are a part of sustainable
fashion should clearly communicate their offer and highlight what makes their collections
sustainable to avoid allegations of greenwashing (Henninger et al. 2016). It also raises
suspicion that the fashion industry is based on rapid turnover and consumption of fashion,
which is against slow fashion principles (Joy et al. 2012).

Even though there are segments of consumers who are concerned about the social
and environmental impact caused by their practices, previous research suggests that pro-
viding an opportunity to buy sustainable clothing alone would not bring about the nec-
essary changes in consumers’ clothing purchase, care, and disposal behaviours. Clothing
sustainability is a very complex concept and consumers lack sufficient knowledge and
understanding of sustainable practices of fashion brands. In addition, consumers are di-
verse in their concerns. Finally, buying clothes is not an altruistic act, and research shows
that sustainability is low on the list of consumer purchase criteria (Harris et al. 2016). To
encourage more sustainable clothing consumption behaviour, it is necessary to employ
consumer-focused marketing to change consumer behaviour. This involves marketing that
shows a good understanding of customer needs, buying behaviour and the issues that
influence their purchasing decisions and choices, and takes into account social issues. In
addition, sustainable clothing needs to fulfil the core roles that clothing plays and meet con-
sumers’ needs. Most consumers are not willing to sacrifice their fashion needs and desires
for the environment. The gap between consumers’ attitudes towards sustainability and
green behaviour is significant and creates an unbalanced psychological state. Businesses
must choose the most effective approach to communication, i.e., nudge consumers towards
sustainable fashion through subtle persuasion tactics, rather than rely on narratives that
explicitly tell people to ‘buy green’ (Lee et al. 2020). In addition, it is necessary to reshape
consumer behaviour and social norms to protect the environment and the well-being of all
stakeholders in the production process. An interdisciplinary approach is needed, which
will draw on the experience of experts and previous research (Harris et al. 2016). Action is
required from all parties in the fashion industry, from retail stores, designers, managers and,
naturally, consumers. Cost pressures and the level of competition in the fashion industry
are very high, making it difficult to change business practices. Nevertheless, it is important
that the industry as a whole (from fibre production to retail) takes responsibility for its im-
pact on the environment, including the use of water, energy and chemicals, CO2 emissions,
and waste generation. Minimising and mitigating these impacts require change, which
companies are often opposed to for a number of reasons, primarily economic ones. For
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instance, the use of cleaner processes will increase production costs, a cost ultimately borne
by consumers, which could end cheap fast fashion, leading to an economic decline in the
fashion industry (Niinimäki et al. 2020). It is important to mention that both companies and
consumers in the textile industry must adopt sustainable practices, as both stakeholders
are responsible for making the textile sector the second largest polluter in the world. New
technology needs to be developed and business model strategies redefined within the
fashion industry, while companies should establish a common method of assessing sector
sustainability (Negrete and López 2020). Lately, the concept that has become increasingly
popular in terms of sustainability is circular economy (Niinimäki 2017). It is a principle of
cycled resources in an economic system, for the purpose of inducing economic and envi-
ronmental benefits. Experts in the field agree that circular economy encourages sustainable
consumption (Tunn et al. 2018). It has gained attention as it has the possibility to take on
problems of overconsumption and pre-term disposal. The correct circular business model
can support a company in achieving economic, as well as environmental, sustainability
(Murray et al. 2017).

2.2. Previous Research on Consumers’ Sustainable Apparel Consumption Behaviour

Sustainable fashion is mainly associated with sustainable practices, such as the use of
renewable and environmentally friendly raw materials, carbon emission reduction, dura-
bility, and longevity of products (Joergens 2006; Shen et al. 2013). Research shows that
consumers also associate sustainable fashion with social aspects, such as working condi-
tions, wage equality, workplace safety, and labour rights (McNeill and Moore 2015). The
following should also be considered part of ethical and sustainable use and consumption:
decreasing clothing purchases, planning purchasing and fostering product attachment,
buying durable clothing of classic style and high quality, buying eco-friendly materials
and labels, increased use of clothing products, less frequent washing, as well as care and
mending to extend their lifetime, etc. (Niinimäki 2013). European countries have inter-
national leadership when it comes to sustainable consumption and sustainable practices
in production (Wang Chao et al. 2018). The research findings have shown that academic
papers covering the trends of consumer sustainable behaviour in recent years were pre-
dominantly performed in Europe (55% of analysed papers), specifically in Italy (14% of
studies), with clothing sustainability topics at third place in the most popular ones (8% of
papers) (Sesini et al. 2020). On the other note, an earlier UK study found that consumers
have not worn almost half of their wardrobes in the last twelve months. It is estimated
that this amounts to 2.4 billion unused garments in the UK alone (Belz and Peattie 2011).
Moreover, it was reported that more than half of fast fashion produced is disposed of in
under a year (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2017).

Self-expression through clothing is important to many consumers, and thus their
motivation to be trendy often prevails over their motivation for ethical or sustainable
fashion purchases. This is apparent in the conflict of desire for consumption with efforts to
limit it. This internal conflict occurs due to insufficient knowledge about the negative effects
of disposing of clothing on the environment (Birtwistle and Moore 2007). Furthermore,
the gap between consumer beliefs and behaviour is the result of other factors that have a
higher impact on their purchasing behaviour (Carrigan and Attalla 2001). These factors
include price, value, trends, and fashion brand image—elements that are particularly
important in fashion consumption (Solomon and Rabolt 2004). Even when consumers are
willing to buy ethically produced garments or garments made from sustainable fabrics,
the desire for new and trendy clothes increases the volume of clothes disposed of in
landfill sites because they are considered out of fashion after limited use (Morgan and
Birtwistle 2009). Research into the link between attitudes and behaviour suggests there is a
significant relationship between the perception of fashion serving a function vs. being a
status symbol, peer influence, and the level of consumer familiarity with fashion products.
Fast fashion is the manufacturers’ response to consumer demand for newness (Barnes
and Lea-Greenwood 2006). Consumers who use fashion as a means of self-expression are
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unlikely to be interested in the sustainable fashion market, as their fashion priorities are
linked to other values (McNeill and Moore 2015). Individuals who consume fast fashion
the most are least interested in environmental issues and show little concern for both
environmental and social issues (Birtwistle and Moore 2007). In addition, low prices and
the possibility to change their clothing and style often will be a priority for such consumers.
Even the consumers who view clothing as a functional necessity will often, due to peer
pressure, buy clothing products ‘for the sake of fashion’ rather than their function. However,
some consumers have shown growing environmental and social welfare concerns and are
developing positive attitudes towards sustainable fashion products. Such consumers show
certain positive consumption behaviours, but there are still barriers to the consumption
of sustainable fashion. Most of these consumers have developed social awareness and
are concerned about the social norms and behaviour of their peers, which may encourage
them to purchase sustainable clothing. Therefore, the largest potential to increase the
share of sustainable fashion market lies in this consumer group. Garments designed to
combine ethical sustainable production with the positive aspects of fast fashion may go a
long way towards overcoming barriers to sustainable fashion consumption, including the
lack of social support for purchasing sustainable fashion products, lack of awareness, and
perception that the prices are high. Due to the large number of such consumers and their
high concern for social norms, mass media and social networks could be a valuable tool in
creating awareness among them. Often such individuals are more concerned about how
they are perceived by their peers than about the price of the product. In addition, they are
often willing to pay a lot of money for a piece of clothing they crave. Consumers who show
great concern for the environment and social issues, i.e., ethics and social welfare have a
negative attitude towards fast fashion. However, even such consumers experience a conflict
between the desire to be fashionable and the desire to reduce overall consumption. One of
the negative aspects of the described consumer behaviour for manufacturers of sustainable
fashion products is that such consumers prioritise overall reduction in consumption over
fashion desires, and the culture of impulse buying has little impact on them. It is possible
to influence the overall consumption of this particular consumer group, as they already
buy sustainable fashion products (McNeill and Moore 2015).

Furthermore, previous research on consumer behaviour shows that respondents as-
sociate sustainable fashion with procurement and production processes, while seemingly
ignoring social aspects, such as fair wages and working conditions. Consumers have also
reported that due to the use of more environmentally friendly materials, sustainable fashion
has a significantly higher price than conventional (fast) fashion. The price of sustainable
clothing is often seen as an obstacle to sustainable consumption because consumers, even if
they are willing to buy such clothing, may not be able to afford it. In addition, consumers
report that factors, such as style, trend, and availability, also play a role in purchasing
sustainable fashion products (McNeill and Moore 2015).

The results of previous research also show that the participants’ positive attitude
towards sustainability does not necessarily reflect on their behaviour. However, an exam-
ination of the relationship between consumer attitudes and behaviours has shown that
participants with positive attitudes towards environmental sustainability practices are
more likely to follow through when purchasing fashion products (Ceylan 2019). Further-
more, research has shown that there is an awareness of and concern for environmental
protection issues. Still, the level of concern about environmental impacts of the fashion
industry among consumers is not sufficiently high to reflect in sustainable purchasing
of apparel, footwear, and accessories (KPMG 2019), and sustainability is among the least
important consumer purchase criteria (Harris et al. 2016). Research shows that consumers
are aware and supportive of ecological fashion approaches, but do not act accordingly. As
for the relationship between knowledge, attitudes and behaviours, research has shown
that increasing the level of knowledge about sustainable fashion has a slightly positive
effect on the respondents’ attitudes and behaviour towards ecological fashion practices
(Ceylan 2019). Consumers are more aware of the association of products made of recycled
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materials, second-hand materials and natural fibres, and companies that follow sound
environmental and social practices with the concept of sustainability. The respondents were
least aware of the association between sustainable fashion and products made of leather
materials (Shen et al. 2013). Furthermore, research suggests that, despite the concern for
the environment, the vast majority of consumers are not willing to pay a higher price for
sustainable fashion brand products and would prefer if sustainable fashion cost the same
as conventional fast fashion (KPMG 2019). Ultimately, the long-term stability of the fashion
industry depends on the complete abandonment of the fast fashion model, which will lead
to a decline in overproduction and overconsumption and a corresponding reduction in
material throughput. Such transformations require international coordination and involve
changing the mind-set at both the business and consumer levels (Niinimäki et al. 2020).

3. Methodology

An online questionnaire created on the Google Forms platform was used to conduct
quantitative research. The research was carried out in January of 2021. The respondents
were recruited via virtual snowball sampling through e-mail, social networks, and personal
contacts, as the questionnaire was not publicly available nor marketed. The researchers
sent the questionnaire to their acquaintances, who were also asked to spread to other
possible respondents of age. The aimed respondents were Croatians with purchasing
power, meaning working-age Croatians, as the research investigates purchasing behaviour.
Since there is no standardised questionnaire concerning the impact of sustainable fashion
on consumer garment purchase decision, the questionnaire used in this study was prepared
based on previous research conducted by Shen et al. (2013) and Ceylan (2019). The
questionnaire comprises 15 questions. The first part includes six questions aimed at
determining the socio-demographic profile of the respondents. The remaining nine closed-
ended questions inquire about their behaviour and attitudes towards certain aspects of
sustainable fashion. Depending on the question, the respondents could answer on a 5-point
Likert scale, a self-rating scale, or by selecting a statement that best describes their attitude.
The five-point Likert scale was chosen because it is the most common tool for measuring
respondents’ attitudes, and because the respondents were familiar with it. A total of 263
people, 176 women and 87 men, participated in the survey on a voluntary basis.

Numerous studies have shown that positive attitudes towards sustainable fashion
often do not translate into actual behaviour (Chen and Chang 2012; Shen et al. 2013;
Ceylan 2019). Whilst consumers have acknowledged the significance of environmentalism
and sustainability, their purchase decisions are not associated with ethical consciousness
(Han et al. 2017). More specifically, some studies have shown that a high percentage of
consumers, more than 80%, search for information about a product on the Internet before
buying it (GE Capital Retail Bank 2013). However, sustainability is not a high priority
among consumer purchase criteria (Harris et al. 2016). The reason for it might be that the
consumers perceive green fashion as more expensive with less satisfactory design and
quality of the garment, meaning that sustainable garments suffer in lower performance and
high price point (Newman et al. 2014). There are findings that sustainability itself cannot
guarantee the success of fashion products, because when consumers are made to decide
between a product’s attributes and its greenness, they will not sacrifice their wants just
for the sake of being green (Chen and Chang 2012). On the other side of the spectrum, the
literature on sustainable fashion shows that sustainability has positive effect on purchasing
intentions (Steinhart et al. 2013). Consumers who have concerns about problems connected
to sustainability and planet protection show that they can have effect on their decisions,
among other factors, when buying fashion products that are green or sustainable (Lundblad
and Davies 2016). Moreover, sustainability of products can positively impact purchase
intention, especially when a fashion item is made out of recycled materials (Grazzini et al.
2020). Since the literature on the one side shows a very high percentage of consumers who
inform themselves before buying—8 out of 10 buyers (GE Capital Retail Bank 2013)—but
on the other the sustainability is one of the last influential factors in their buying process,
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the authors constructed the following hypothesis, drawing on the findings of previous
research and relevant literature:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Less than 20% of respondents search for information about a fashion brand
and its sustainability policy before buying its products.

Consumer behaviour is different depending on the continent, culture, and country.
Environmental concerns among European and American consumers are connected to envi-
ronmentally friendly decisions, but not among Asian consumers who give more significance
to health-related benefits (Eom et al. 2016). To date, no research on the relationship between
sustainable fashion practices and consumer behaviour has been conducted in Croatia. Thus,
this paper aims to fill this gap by examining the impact of some aspects of sustainable
fashion brand practices on the decision of Croatian consumers to buy their clothing, and
to determine whether they research a particular brand to see if it is sustainable before
buying its products. Although the previously mentioned studies on the world scale have
shown contradictory results: firstly, the gap between consumer attitudes and behaviour
and secondly a positive sustainability-purchase decision connection, bearing in mind that
the topic of sustainable consumption is gaining in popularity in Europe, as well as some
researchers have achieved the results that sustainable factors positively affect consumers
purchase intentions, the second hypothesis was set, in accordance to previous findings
about environmentally conscious decisions:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). There is a strong relationship between the importance of sustainability of
fashion brands and the decision to purchase their products.

The target group of this research were working-age adults living in Croatia.

4. Results

The first part of the questionnaire inquired about the socio-demographic characteristics
of the respondents. The distribution of respondents across the 18–26 and the 27–35 age cate-
gories is similar (31.2% and 28.5%, respectively). Age distribution across other categories is
as follows: 20.5% of respondents are in the age group 36–44, only 8.7% are aged 45–53 years,
7.2% are between the ages of 54 and 62, and finally 3.8% of respondents are above 63 years
of age. Data on the level of education are as follows: most respondents have completed
graduate studies (44.9%), followed by those who have completed undergraduate studies
(24.7%) and secondary school (23.6%). The share of respondents holding a degree of Master
of Science is smaller (4.2%), followed by persons with completed postgraduate specialist
studies (1.5%), a PhD degree (0.8%) and primary school education (0.4%). The majority of
respondents are employed (69.6%), one fifth are students (20.5%), and a small number are
unemployed (5.3%), retired (4.2%) or undergoing vocational training (0.4%). Furthermore,
most respondents have a monthly income of up to HRK 5500 (40.3%) or between HRK 5501
and 9000 (37.3%). The share of respondents with a monthly income of HRK 9001 to 12,500
(12.2%) is lower, followed by those with incomes ranging from HRK 12,501 to 16,000 (4.9%).
The share of respondents with incomes ranging from HRK 16,001 to 19,500 (1.5%) is lowest,
whereas the share of those whose income is above HRK 1901 is 3.8%. Finally, three quarters
of respondents spend up to HRK 500 per month on garments (74.5%). In terms of monthly
spending on garments, the rest of the respondents are distributed as follows: HRK 501
to 1000 (18.6%), HRK 1001 to 1500 (4.2%), HRK 1501 to 2000 (2.3%) and more than HRK
2001 (0.4%).

In the next section of the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to indicate, on
a five-point Likert scale, the degree to which they agree or disagree with five statements
describing their apparel purchase behaviour. The statements read as follows:

- The sustainability of fashion brands is not a factor in my decision to buy their clothing.
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- Before buying an item of clothing, I search for information about the fashion brand’s
sustainability policies, practices, and reputation but this is not a key factor in my
decision.

- Fashion brands’ sustainability policies have an impact on my decision to buy their
clothing.

- Sustainability is a marketing gimmick and, in my opinion, it is not truly a part of the
fashion brand’s strategy.

- I prefer to buy clothing from fashion brands that have a sustainable clothing line.

The second statement was used to test the H1 hypothesis. Figure 1 shows the respon-
dents’ agreement with the statements on the five-point Likert scale: 1—strongly disagree,
2—disagree, 3—neither agree nor disagree, 4—agree, 5—strongly agree. Answers of 4
(agree) and 5 (strongly agree) were considered positive. The results show that less than 20%
of the respondents agree or strongly agree with the second statement: ‘Before buying an
item of clothing, I search for information about the fashion brand’s sustainability policies,
practices, and reputation but this is not a key factor in my decision’. To be exact, 15.97%
of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In other words, 31 respon-
dents agreed and only 11 strongly agreed with this statement. This confirms hypothesis
H1—meaning H1 was accepted, as less than 20% of the respondents search information
about the fashion brand’s sustainability policy before buying its products.
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Furthermore, an analysis was carried out on the correlation between the statements of
the variable ‘decision to purchase clothing’ with the items of the variable ‘importance of
clothing brand sustainability’. As can be seen from Table 1, there is a relatively small statisti-
cally significant positive correlation between the items of the variable ‘decision to purchase
a clothing item’ and the items of the variable ‘importance of clothing brand sustainability’.
A negligible statistically significant negative correlation exists between the statement ‘The
sustainability of fashion brands is not a factor in my decision to buy their clothing’ and
items of the variable ‘importance of sustainability of the fashion brand’ relating to the
use of biodegradable materials and environmentally friendly dyes in production, reduced
water consumption in production, traceability, environmental advice and a clearly labelled
sustainable clothing line. Given that the statement about sustainability is negative, i.e., says
that brand sustainability is not a factor in the decision to buy clothing of that brand, the
obtained values indicate that the respondents who agree with this statement do not find
these aspects of sustainable fashion important. This is to say that the mentioned aspects
will not correlate with each other. Thus, it may be concluded that there is a significant
positive correlation between the items of the variables ‘decision to purchase a clothing item’
and ‘the importance of brand sustainability’, confirming the H2 hypothesis which was
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accepted. This indicates that the more important the sustainability of a fashion brand is to
a person, the more likely it is that they will decide to buy its sustainable products.

To gain a better insight into possible ways of improving advertising and marketing
methods, the respondents were asked to rank six factors of sustainable fashion in order of
their importance, from the most important to the least important, based on their personal
preferences. Table 2 shows the overall ranking of individual factors of sustainable fashion.
The factor ‘fair wages and respect for human rights’ were ranked first by most respondents,
followed by ‘use of environmentally friendly resources’. The second place was most often
taken by the factor ‘adequate use of resources in production (focus on water and chemical
use, monitoring of GHG emissions, in particular CO2 emissions, etc.)’. ‘Traceability’ was
ranked fifth and sixth as the least important factor. The second least important factor was
‘Animal welfare and/or non-use of materials of animal origin (leather, fur, bones, etc.)’.
In conclusion, the social factor of sustainable fashion, i.e., respect and fair treatment of
employees was found to be the most important aspect of the sustainability of fashion brands.
The data also suggest that the respondents are more concerned about the environmental
aspect of sustainable fashion and the use of resources in the fashion industry, while the
welfare of animals, which are part of that environment, is of very little importance to them.

Next, the respondents were asked to rank, in terms of importance, seven factors they
consider when buying a clothing item based on their personal preference. Table 3 shows
the overall ranking of individual factors in order of importance to the respondents. The
most important factor for the respondents is ‘the quality and longevity of clothing’, which
was ranked first by most respondents. It is followed by ‘the price of clothing’, which was
ranked first or second by most respondents. Ranked at the bottom, there is ‘fashion brand
(I prefer one brand over others)’ as the least important factor considered when buying
a clothing item. The second least important factor is ‘the sustainability of a particular
product (e.g., H&M’s Conscious line, C&A’s WearTheChange line and the like)’. ‘Fashion
brand sustainability policy’ ranked sixth. This suggests that the sustainability of fashion
brands, i.e., the sustainability of clothing products is not a key criterion in deciding to buy
a garment made by that brand; in other words, it does not have an impact on consumers’
purchasing decision.

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was used to determine the reliability of the ques-
tionnaire. The obtained value of 0.695 is acceptable, showing a tendency towards a very
good value. It suggests that almost 7 out of 10 respondents agree about the importance of
fashion brands’ sustainability. It is of note that the results may be different with a larger
number of respondents—this has yet to be determined by future research. The limitations
of this research include the smaller sample size, gender, and age distribution, as well as
distribution in terms of education level, income, and money spent on clothing. In addition,
individuals may be hesitant to share their attitudes towards issues of sustainability and
ethical behaviour, despite knowing that the survey is anonymous. The questionnaire was
administered online, which means that the conditions could not be controlled, so the relia-
bility of the results may be difficult to determine. In addition, this research, as is the case
with the majority of marketing research in general, was conducted over a specific period
of time. Nevertheless, the described limitations do not diminish its contribution to the
ongoing discussion about this research topic.
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Table 1. Correlation between the items of the variables ‘decision to purchase clothing’ and ‘the importance of brand sustainability’.

Correlations

S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 I1 I2 I3 I4 I5 I6 I7 I8 I9

S1
Pearson Correlation 1 −0.206 ** −0.383 ** 0.213 ** −0.232 ** −0.116 −0.111 −0.165 ** −0.010 −0.128 * −0.134 * −0.163 ** −0.181 ** −0.207 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.061 0.072 0.007 0.866 0.039 0.030 0.008 0.003 0.001
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

S2
Pearson Correlation −0.206 ** 1 0.706 ** 0.029 0.533 ** 0.415 ** 0.410 ** 0.457 ** 0.374 ** 0.396 ** 0.379 ** 0.337 ** 0.286 ** 0.320 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.000 0.638 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

S3
Pearson Correlation −0.383 ** 0.706 ** 1 −0.068 0.611 ** 0.392 ** 0.378 ** 0.446 ** 0.372 ** 0.351 ** 0.357 ** 0.355 ** 0.297 ** 0.387 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.272 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

S4
Pearson Correlation 0.213 ** 0.029 −0.068 1 −0.087 0.026 −0.042 −0.097 −0.077 −0.022 −0.038 −0.036 −0.119 −0.088

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.638 0.272 0.161 0.678 0.498 0.115 0.212 0.720 0.537 0.566 0.054 0.155
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

S5
Pearson Correlation −0.232 ** 0.533 ** 0.611 ** −0.087 1 0.382 ** 0.348 ** 0.434 ** 0.365 ** 0.351 ** 0.306 ** 0.342 ** 0.319 ** 0.399 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.161 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I1
Pearson Correlation −0.116 0.415 ** 0.392 ** 0.026 0.382 ** 1 0.628 ** 0.635 ** 0.475 ** 0.580 ** 0.452 ** 0.461 ** 0.481 ** 0.546 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.061 0.000 0.000 0.678 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I2
Pearson Correlation −0.111 0.410 ** 0.378 ** −0.042 0.348 ** 0.628 ** 1 0.716 ** 0.609 ** 0.534 ** 0.509 ** 0.511 ** 0.495 ** 0.579 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.072 0.000 0.000 0.498 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I3
Pearson Correlation −0.165 ** 0.457 ** 0.446 ** −0.097 0.434 ** 0.635 ** 0.716 ** 1 0.614 ** 0.663 ** 0.610 ** 0.585 ** 0.639 ** 0.633 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.007 0.000 0.000 0.115 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I4
Pearson Correlation −0.010 0.374 ** 0.372 ** −0.077 0.365 ** 0.475 ** 0.609 ** 0.614 ** 1 0.560 ** 0.500 ** 0.492 ** 0.557 ** 0.537 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.866 0.000 0.000 0.212 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I5
Pearson Correlation −0.128 * 0.396 ** 0.351 ** −0.022 0.351 ** 0.580 ** 0.534 ** 0.663 ** 0.560 ** 1 0.663 ** 0.525 ** 0.568 ** 0.530 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.039 0.000 0.000 0.720 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I6
Pearson Correlation −0.134 * 0.379 ** 0.357 ** −0.038 0.306 ** 0.452 ** 0.509 ** 0.610 ** 0.500 ** 0.663 ** 1 0.626 ** 0.542 ** 0.473 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.030 0.000 0.000 0.537 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263



J. Risk Financial Manag. 2022, 15, 176 12 of 17

Table 1. Cont.

Correlations

S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 I1 I2 I3 I4 I5 I6 I7 I8 I9

I7
Pearson Correlation −0.163 ** 0.337 ** 0.355 ** −0.036 0.342 ** 0.461 ** 0.511 ** 0.585 ** 0.492 ** 0.525 ** 0.626 ** 1 0.516 ** 0.598 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.008 0.000 0.000 0.566 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I8
Pearson Correlation −0.181 ** 0.286 ** 0.297 ** −0.119 0.319 ** 0.481 ** 0.495 ** 0.639 ** 0.557 ** 0.568 ** 0.542 ** 0.516 ** 1 0.627 **

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.003 0.000 0.000 0.054 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

I9
Pearson Correlation −0.207 ** 0.320 ** 0.387 ** −0.088 0.399 ** 0.546 ** 0.579 ** 0.633 ** 0.537 ** 0.530 ** 0.473 ** 0.598 ** 0.627 ** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.155 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263 263

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). Legend of abbreviations: S1—The sustainability of fashion brands is not a
factor in my decision to buy their clothing. S2—Before buying an item of clothing, I search for information about the fashion brand’s sustainability policies, practices, and reputation but
this is not a key factor in my decision. S3—Fashion brands’ sustainability policies have an impact on my decision to buy their clothing. S4—Sustainability is a marketing gimmick and, in
my opinion, it is not truly a part of the fashion brand’s strategy. S5—I prefer to buy clothing from fashion brands that have a sustainable clothing line. I1—Use of organic materials is
important to me. I2—Use of recycled materials is important to me. I3—Use of biodegradable materials is important to me. I4—Use of recycled and/or biodegradable packaging (bags,
boxes, etc.) is important to me. I5—Use of environmentally friendly dyes is important to me. I6—The producer’s reduced water consumption is important to me. I7—Fashion brand
transparency about its energy efficiency is important to me. I8—Advice on how to minimise environmental impact (such as the impact of washing clothes, disposing of old clothes and
the like) is important to me. I9—It is important to me that a fashion brand has a clearly labelled sustainable clothing line. Source: authors’ work.
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Table 2. Overall ranking of individual factors of sustainable fashion based on importance to the
respondents.

Regardless of Whether You Are Familiar with the Term ‘Sustainable Fashion’, Rank the Following Factors in Order of
Importance to You (From the Most Important (1) to the Least Important (6)), in the Context of Sustainable Fashion:

Order of
Importance

Use of Environ-
mentally
Friendly
Materials

Adequate Use of
Resources in Production

(Focus on Water and
Chemical Use,

Monitoring of GHG
Emissions, in Particular

CO2 Emissions, etc.)

Material
Recycling

Fair Wages
and

Respect for
Human
Rights

Traceability

Animal
Welfare and/or

Non-Use of
Materials of

Animal Origin
(Leather, Fur,
Bones, etc.)

1. 65 47 18 76 12 45
2. 56 85 32 35 22 33
3. 47 45 81 42 20 28
4. 38 35 62 68 26 34
5. 39 32 37 26 85 44
6. 18 19 33 16 98 79

Source: authors’ work.

Table 3. Overall ranking of factors considered in deciding to buy a clothing item in order of impor-
tance to consumers.

In Order of Importance to You, Rank the Listed Factors You Consider When Buying Clothing, From the Most Important (1) to
the Least Important (7):

Order of
Importance

Fashion
Brand (I

Prefer One
Brand over

Others)

Price of
Clothing

Fashion Brand
Sustainability

Policy

Quality and
Longevity of

Clothing

Fabric and
Its

Composition

Emotional
Attach-
ment

Sustainability
of a Particular
Product (e.g.,

H&M’s
Conscious Line,

C&A’s
WearTheChange

Line, and the
Like)

1. 26 57 11 70 42 41 16
2. 16 76 9 73 55 29 5
3. 28 55 21 46 64 35 14
4. 45 30 28 49 45 40 26
5. 34 16 51 11 42 53 56
6. 28 20 82 10 9 45 69
7. 86 9 61 4 6 20 77

Source: authors’ work.

5. Discussion

The previously conducted research shows that although a large number of consumers
are aware of the importance of environmental issues and support the philosophy of sus-
tainability, there is a gap between ethical awareness and actual decisions and behaviours
when purchasing clothing products (Chen and Chang 2012; Shen et al. 2013; Han et al. 2017;
Ceylan 2019). The aim of this research was to determine what percentage of consumers
search information about the sustainability of fashion brands before buying their products.
The results show that this percentage is relatively low, corroborating with the H1, thus
confirming the findings of a number of previous studies indicating that consumers’ atti-
tudes towards the sustainability of fashion brands do not translate into actual actions. Even
though consumers inform themselves on the products and collect the information before
purchase (GE Capital Retail Bank 2013), they do not explore the sustainable side of it. This
research also shows that albeit consumers’ awareness of sustainability concerns and the
impact of the fashion industry on the environment, their actions do not reflect this as it
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was found that sustainability was among the least important factors in their purchasing
decision. Quality, longevity, and price are the main factors that impact their decision. On
the other hand, opposite findings in previous research were also present: sustainability
features of products can have positive effect on purchasing intentions (Steinhart et al. 2013),
as consumers who are concerned about the environment’s well-being have more tendency
to lean towards greener fashion garments (Lundblad and Davies 2016), especially if they
are made out recycled materials (Grazzini et al. 2020). Moreover, European consumers that
show concern about the environment have a higher chance of making environmentally
beneficial decisions (Eom et al. 2016). Additionally, European researchers have shown
greater interest in sustainability topics (Wang Chao et al. 2018; Sesini et al. 2020). This is
confirmed by H2, which signifies that if consumers give more importance to sustainability,
the more likely it is that they will decide to buy sustainable fashion products. To improve
the health of the planet, the fashion industry must become more sustainable, and fashion
consumers can be the drivers of this change. The results of previous research suggest that
sustainable fashion campaigns explain why we need to change, instead of what sustain-
ability is. Sustainability campaigns should aim to raise public awareness of the immediate
environmental threats facing all species, including humans. Conscious consumers could
thus create a currently non-existent link between environmental protection and green
consumption. The gap between consumer attitudes and behaviour will not narrow unless
consumers take real action to address the source of the problem. Thus, campaigns promot-
ing sustainability can bring about real behavioural changes by changing the role of fashion
in environmental degradation (Lee et al. 2020). Although companies in the fashion industry
generally do not maintain sustainable practices, consumers also engage in unsustainable
fashion consumption practices. Communication is important for cultivating collaboration
between industry stakeholders and creating conscious consumers who adopt sustainable
product consumption behaviour. The industry will not be able to achieve sustainability
unless all stakeholders adopt sustainable practices in their businesses, the production and
supply chain. The assessment of sustainable performance of enterprises in the industry
also needs to be improved, which could allow the identification of aspects of business that
need to be improved, as well as practices that need to be upgraded or added to the business
model (Negrete and López 2020). This study helps to clear the sustainability paradox, the
inconsistency between positive attitude when it comes to sustainable factors and purchase
decisions. It shows the connection between environmentalism and sustainable fashion.
In that sense, sustainability can have an important role in fashion as a whole, as well
as sustainable fashion products if more consumers are taught about the destructive side
of the industry on nature and our planet. Brands should educate consumers about the
environmental problems to make a shift in their knowledge and potentially attitudes which
could then lead to bettering their purchase behaviour.

6. Conclusions

The results of the present study are consistent with results from previous research
in that they indicate that consumers in general make their purchasing decisions without
giving much thought to the impact of their decisions on the environment. Concern for
the environment as a factor in consumer decision-making is given low priority, as evident
from the answers of the respondents in this survey. In the fashion market, greater impor-
tance is placed on factors such as price, value, size, quality, style, convenience of purchase,
materials, and many others, while environmental factors are important to a very small
percentage of consumers (KPMG 2019). Furthermore, it can be concluded that consumer
sustainable product consumption behaviour is often not aligned with positive attitudes
towards sustainable fashion. Thus, fashion brands need to identify other consumer priori-
ties (e.g., quality, durability, price etc.) and adjust their advertising approach to address
these needs. It is clear that the fashion industry, mainly due to the rise of fast fashion
brands, poses a threat to the environment and increases the risk of worker exploitation.
When consumers look at their favourite piece of clothing, they probably do not think about
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the amount of water used to produce it, the chemicals used in the manufacturing process,
who made it or where it was made. However, the interest in sustainable fashion and the
adoption of sustainable practices (such as reduction in purchases) is growing due to the
current coronavirus pandemic, which has brought some fresh hope. The same trend is
likely to emerge in Croatia. Research results suggest that consumer behaviour trends in
Croatia are similar to those in the rest of the world—consumers have a positive attitude
towards sustainable policies and a desire for sustainable consumption, but other factors
often prevail in their buying decisions (such as price of the item and its longevity) and
their attitudes and desires do not translate into actions. Those consumers who care about
the environment show greater interest in purchasing green products. Sustainable product
characteristics can have positive impact on the buying intentions. Recent increases in
interest about sustainability themes sparks hope that changes might happen in consumers’
consciousnesses. The aim of this research was to determine what percentage of consumers
search information about fashion brand sustainability before buying their products. The
results show that this percentage is relatively low, which is consistent with the results
of a number of previous studies indicating that consumers’ sustainable fashion brand
consumption does not reflect their attitudes. Slow fashion is the future. However, a new
way of seeing and understanding is needed for the whole system to adopt a sustainable
business model, which requires creativity and collaboration between designers and man-
ufacturers, various stakeholders, and end consumers. Systemic changes are needed to
make the transition to a better sustainable kind of balance in the fashion industry. One
of the most difficult challenges in the future will be to change consumer behaviour and
redefine fashion (Niinimäki et al. 2020). The results of this study can provide additional
clearance of the topic that is still quite unexplored, as environment connected subjects
gained popularity only recently. Further research is necessary on ways of stimulation of
sustainable behaviour. In particular, marketers should explore how marketing variables
(brand and its reputation, price, design etc.) can be combined with green marketing to
reduce sustainability gaps and greatly influence consumer behaviour in order to move
towards a sustainable future. In summary, to increase the adoption of sustainable practices
and market share of sustainable fashion, it is necessary to raise consumer awareness of
sustainable consumption and change their consumption behaviour.
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