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Abstract 
Keywords: CSR communication, sustainability, fashion industry, consumer types, 
greenwashing, attitude-behaviour gap 

Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to provide an understanding of how fashion brands can 
communicate their sustainable initiatives to different types of consumers. The research is 
focused on the company’s perspective of the communication process. However, it also 
considers different types of consumers, their needs and expectations.  

Theoretical Perspective: The literature review examines the key concepts and phenomenona 
within sustainability in this industry. Next, it briefly covers the brand identity, as it is a crucial 
element of every successful communication strategy. It is followed by the literature focused 
on consumers and their different types. In this part, the concepts such as attitude-behaviour 
gap, diversity of consumers perceptions, and different types of sustainable and fashion 
consumers are introduced. The next part covers sustainability communication and its key 
elements.  

Methodology: This study has taken a qualitative research approach and focused on the 
abductive strategy in order to combine existing findings and develop it to extend the 
knowledge regarding CSR communication and different types of consumers. The process 
included twofold material collection stages. Firstly, three focus groups with consumers were 
conducted. They were followed by five semi-structured in-depth interviews with the experts 
in the field of sustainability communication. 

Findings: The findings introduce in more detail different types of fashion consumers and 
their expectations. This reveals a variety of elements consumers consider important in CSR 
communication, such as brands’ values, content about education, added benefits and value for 
money. Moreover, findings confirmed the key aspects of sustainability initiatives are 
authenticity, transparency and honesty. Brands must consider the complexity of consumers 
and adjust the message content and channel accordingly. 

Theoretical Contribution: This thesis contributes to existing literature on CSR 
communication and different types of consumers. Further, this work adds to previous 
literature on key elements of message content, by suggesting the necessity of educational 
topics. Additionally, it shows the change and increasing importance of social media as a 
communication channel.  

Managerial Contribution: This research guides practitioners through the communication 
process presented in the theoretical framework, emphasising the importance of defining brand 
identity as a first step. The study further indicates that in order for CSR communication to be 
successful it needs to be adjusted according to different types of consumers. Brands should 
focus on similar elements consumers appreciate the most, such as value for money, quality 
and transparency, while still considering the needs of each type individually. 
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1 Introduction  

This section provides the background of the research by highlighting the growing demand for 
sustainability and its increasing importance, especially in the fashion industry. Moreover, the 
problematisation showcases the need for research that would investigate how fashion brands 
can clearly communicate their sustainable initiatives to different types of consumers. Based 
on the problematisation, the research purpose and research question have been established. 
Finally, the chapter concludes with the intended contribution that this study wants to bring to 
the field of the research. 

1.1 Background 

The world around us is changing rapidly, and so is our consumption behaviour. We no longer 
base our purchasing decision solely on accessibility, price, and quality. Our decision-making 
processes are becoming increasingly complex due to the rising number of factors that 
influence them (Caruana, 2007). Nowadays, consumers are becoming more and more aware 
of the impact that their purchases have on the environment. That is why one of the factors that 
is progressively important in consumers’ eyes is sustainability. 

Sustainability is a part of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Ashrafi, Adams, Walker & 
Magnan, 2018). According to van Marrewijk (2003), CSR is a concept where the firms take 
certain actions to incorporate environmental and societal concerns into business actions and 
interactions with the stakeholders. However, some authors claim that this concept emerged to 
improve companies’ reputation (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Hence, it can indicate that the 
companies’ initiatives might not be a result of genuine care for the environment or/and 
society, but they might be driven purely by the need to improve the companies’ image.   

Nevertheless, sustainability and sustainable initiatives have a growing importance for 
consumers. In 2018, roughly 83% of adults in Mexico, 63% in Italy, and 45% in the USA 
admitted that they became more concerned about sustainability over the last 12 months 
(Statista, 2018). Furthermore, according to the Global Monitor 2019 Report (D’Hond, 2020), 
65% of respondents find it important for brands to be committed to making society better. 
Additionally, younger generations tend to be more aware of the impact of both their purchases 
and the brands they buy from. Nearly 60% of people from Generation Z in the USA and 
Canada prefer to choose environmentally sustainable products (Statista, 2019). Therefore, 
companies have a growing pressure to have a flawless reputation, especially in terms of 
sustainability (Ernest-Jones, 2020).  
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However, implementing sustainability into a company’s identity is merely the beginning of 
the process. Consumers look for the authenticity and credibility of the company’s claims. 
Otherwise, it can be perceived as greenwashing (Kolster, 2016). Therefore, every message 
sent by a company is closely evaluated by consumers. Do the firm and its brands care about 
their consumers, and the world in general, or is it just a self-interested business? Is the brand 
involved in any social initiatives or is socially conscious (Clark, 2020)? According to the 
study, 68% of online consumers in the USA and UK would not buy from a brand with poor or 
misleading corporate social responsibility (Ernest-Jones, 2020). Therefore, each action, or its 
lack, influences the brand image. Consumers quickly create brand perception; however, it is 
very hard to change it later.  

One of the most interesting cases of sustainability can be found in fashion. It is the second 
most polluting industry in the world (UN News, 2019), and the pressure to be sustainable 
cannot get higher than for fashion brands (D’Souza, 2015). According to The Business 
Research Company (2020), the global ethical fashion market is expected to grow from nearly 
$6.35 billion in 2019 to $9.81 billion in 2025 and $15.17 billion in 2030. Furthermore, online 
searches for “sustainable fashion” tripled between 2016 and 2019 (Cheng, 2019). Hence, the 
demand for broadly understood sustainability is rapidly increasing. The companies have 
noticed the positive impact that these kinds of initiatives can have on their brand image and 
sales and responded with various projects and solutions such as H&M Conscious, or Zara Join 
Life.  

Nevertheless, fashion companies still have a lot of catching up to do with the growing demand 
for sustainable clothing. The brands that fail to adjust to new ethical trends can face serious 
problems, which can be seen by Forever 21’s bankruptcy (Cheng, 2019). This teen retailer 
was incredibly successful, nevertheless, as it was mentioned before, new generations such as 
Millennials and Generation Z demand more sustainable apparel. The company did not notice 
this shift, which led to its failure. However, one of the key problems that the industry needs to 
face in the first place is how to define sustainable fashion. According to Dawkins (2004), 
sustainable apparel brands quite often do not know how to create an effective communication 
strategy, which is crucial to evoke engagement and consequently influence the purchase 
decision. The Vice President at CK and Tommy Hilfiger admitted that there is no common 
language for how to communicate sustainability in the apparel industry and that most 
companies struggle with communicating their ethical initiatives with consumers (Cheng, 
2019). Therefore, in the midst of the growing demand for sustainable fashion, defining and 
communicating sustainable initiatives to consumers is currently one of the biggest problems 
for apparel brands. 
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1.2 Problematisation 

The demand for sustainability has been driven by consumers indicating that environmental 
problems are the foremost among business issues (D'Souza, Taghian & Khosla, 2007). 
However, as it was mentioned before, sustainable fashion brands often struggle with creating 
an effective communication strategy (Dawkins, 2004). A reason for this can be that the 
fashion industry has not agreed on industry-wide definition and standards of sustainability. 
This results in barriers that keep consumers from accepting the production of sustainable 
products (McNeill & Moore, 2015). Furthermore, the lack of clarity around sustainability 
with the increased demand for it can result in a process known as “greenwashing”. It can 
occur when a company’s sustainable or green image is not in compliance with its actual 
performances regarding sustainability (Seele and Gatti, 2015). Therefore, it is essential for 
companies to understand how to communicate their sustainable processes without it being 
perceived as greenwashing.  

However, even though the demand for sustainable fashion is increasing, existing literature has 
identified that consumers have an attitude-behaviour gap (Niinimäki, 2010; Terlau & Hirsch, 
2015). This means there is a gap between how consumers think and actually act. Therefore, 
despite the fact that their attitude towards sustainability is positive, their final purchase does 
not reflect that. This is a crucial factor to consider when studying sustainability 
communication. Moreover, it is important to mention that there is an attitude-behaviour gap 
amongst companies as well, however, for this thesis, this phenomenon is considered from the 
consumers’ perspective. 

The literature on brands’ sustainability communication looks at the importance of how a 
company can communicate its CSR effectively. An effective CSR communication can be 
understood as communication that improves consumers’ perception of the company and 
reduces their scepticism (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). Furthermore, Dawkins (2004) 
argues that companies need to consider that different audiences have different expectations 
and needs, and thus respond differently to the message. Existing literature emphasizes the 
necessity of clear and consistent communication of companies’ core values through the 
message (Nandan, 2005). Moreover, the communication about sustainability needs to be 
authentic in order for consumers to perceive it credible (Andrea, 2019), as brand authenticity 
is considered to be a critical factor for the success of the brand (Hernández- Fernández & 
Lewis, 2019). However, there is a lack of guidance on how to implement sustainability 
messages into communication strategy (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). Thus, it suggests a 
need for more research on the development of a sustainability communication strategy. 
Consequently, if a company fails to do these things it is perceived as greenwashing by the 
consumers (Kolster, 2016). 

Furthermore, the current literature sees consumers as a homogeneous group often divided by 
socio-demographic characteristics (Diamantopoulos, Schlegelmilch, Sinkovics & Bohlen, 
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2003). However, consumers cannot be considered as one big group, since their consumption 
habits are strongly guided by their beliefs (Holt, 2012). Therefore, socio-demographic 
elements such as age and gender are not the only things companies need to consider. 
Moreover, recent literature on sustainability has introduced the concept of different 
consumers and their reaction to corporate communication (McNeill & Moore, 2015). Various 
authors have proposed different types of sustainable consumers (e.g. Gilg, Barr & Ford, 2005; 
Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015; McNeill & Moore, 2015; Park & Ha, 2012). 
Nevertheless, all the types perceive sustainability differently (McNeill & Moore, 2015). It 
might be due to the fact that consumers evaluate the companies’ messages through the prism 
of their own subjectivity (Nandan, 2005). Additionally, Dobni and Zinkhan (1990) argue that 
consumers encode the message sent by the brand based on their life experience and personal 
characteristics, this makes them perceive brand image differently. Nevertheless, as it was 
mentioned before, the literature on communication has a rather homogeneous view on 
consumers and tends to not distinguish between various types of them (e.g. Kapferer, 2012; 
Shannon & Weaver, 1949). Hence, it shows the need for further research regarding 
sustainability communication and how to adjust it to different types of consumers.  

To conclude, as sustainability in the fashion industry is seen as a growing trend, it is clear that 
fashion brands need to deal with the growing pressure to be sustainable. Nevertheless, brands 
seem to be struggling with defining and communicating their sustainable initiatives. 
Furthermore, there is a lack of a clear framework on how a fashion brand can communicate its 
sustainable projects and identity. Additionally, the communication of the company's CSR 
considering the complexity and diversity of the consumers and their needs has received scant 
attention. Thus, it is crucial to develop a process that would give fashion companies guidance 
on how to clearly and effectively communicate their sustainable initiatives to various types of 
consumers. Therefore, this indicates a need for further research that would study CSR 
communication in the fashion industry and consider various types of consumer. 

1.3 Research Purpose   

The purpose of this study is to extend the current literature in terms of how fashion brands can 
communicate their sustainable initiatives. Moreover, given the fact that the literature 
acknowledges different types of consumers, it is also crucial to consider them, while 
establishing communication. Therefore, the primary objective of this research is to answer the 
following question:  

How can fashion brands communicate their sustainable initiatives to different types of 
consumers? 
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Hence, the study is focused on the company’s side of the communication process and 
investigates the process of creation of the message content and how to establish it to make it 
appealing to the consumers. Therefore, it entails different aspects of communication such as 
channel, communication elements, the ratio between fashion and sustainability content. 
Nevertheless, it takes a closer look at different types of consumers, their needs and 
expectations.  

1.4 Intended Contribution 

Answering the proposed research questions aims to broaden the existing literature on CSR 
communication in the fashion industry. Furthermore, as the topic of sustainability is 
increasingly more popular in the fashion industry this paper shows that brands need to meet 
the consumer demand for sustainability. Findings from this study provide theoretical as well 
as practical contributions taking a company’s perspective. 

Theoretical contributions aim to expand the knowledge of how fashion companies can 
establish a message about their sustainable projects that are perceived as authentic and 
credible by different types of consumers. By doing that the paper adds to the existing 
literature on different types of fashion consumers. It confirms existing knowledge and adds 
how different consumer types value messages on sustainability differently and how their 
expectations towards a fashion brand vary. Furthermore, this paper offers a simplified 
framework on CSR communication combining the Sender-receiver Model by Kapferer 
(2008), the Communication Model by Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2010) and the Shannon and 
Weaver Model of Communication (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). The framework shows how 
different types of fashion consumers perceive the messages differently depending on the 
content and channel. As current literature has mostly considered consumers as one, this 
framework differentiates from others, providing valuable insights on how different consumer 
types perceive the brand image differently. 

The paper provides practical contributions to marketers on how to communicate the 
company’s sustainable efforts effectively within the fashion industry. It acts as a guide 
showing which elements companies should pay attention to when constructing a message and 
choosing a channel where to distribute it.	The findings of this paper benefit practitioners with 
knowledge of what consumers expect from communication, what types of channels they use 
and what they perceive as authentic. Together all this is valuable to know in order to build an 
authentic brand through communication.  
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1.5 Outline of the Thesis 

As presented on Figure 1, this paper has six main parts. In Chapter 1, the background 
regarding sustainability and the fashion industry has been introduced. Furthermore, the 
problematisation section pointed out the need for further research on how fashion brands can 
clearly communicate their sustainable initiatives to different types of consumers. Based on it, 
the research purpose, research questions, and intended contribution have been established. 
Chapter 2 lays the theoretical ground for this thesis. It covers topics such as: sustainability in 
the fashion industry, brand identity, consumers, and sustainability communication. The 
literature review section concludes with the presentation of a theoretical framework. The next 
chapter, Chapter 3, illustrates the research philosophy, approach, design, data collection 
method, time horizon and data analysis strategy. Moreover, it includes the reflection 
regarding the quality of the research and chosen methods. The findings from the empirical 
data collection are presented in Chapter 4. Next, they are analysed and supported by 
integrating relevant literature in Chapter 5. This chapter also includes the discussion of the 
findings and provides answers to the research question. Finally, in Chapter 6, the thesis 
concludes with theoretical and managerial implications, as well as with limitations and 
suggestions for future research. 
 

 Figure 1: Outline of the thesis (own illustration) 
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2 Literature and Theoretical Review 

In this chapter, the previous literature and theories that are important to answer the research 
question are revised. Due to the fact that the topic of this thesis revolves around sustainability 
communication in the fashion industry, the first sub-chapter introduces the key concepts and 
phenomenona within sustainability in this industry. The second sub-chapter briefly introduces 
the brand identity, as it is a crucial element of every successful communication strategy. 
Moreover, since this thesis investigates how sustainable initiatives can be successfully 
communicated to various types of consumers, the next sub-chapter discusses the consumers 
and their types. In this part, concepts such as attitude-behaviour gap, diversity of consumers 
perceptions and different types of sustainable and fashion consumers are being introduced. 
The next sub-chapter covers the relevant literature regarding sustainability communication 
and its key elements: message content and communication channels. Finally, the last part 
introduces the Theoretical Framework that is based on the mentioned literature.  

2.1 Sustainability in the Fashion Industry  

To begin the research on sustainability in the fashion industry, it is crucial to first understand 
what it means. Currently, the fashion industry lacks a common understanding of what 
sustainability is (Berg, Hedrich, Ibanez, Kappelmark, Magnus & Seeger, 2019; Farley Gordon 
& Hill, 2014). Therefore, it has a variety of definitions where some consider only 
environmental factors and others take into account ethical issues as well (Davies, 2015). 
Sustainability in the fashion industry is often used as a synonym for eco, green, ethical, slow 
(Khandual & Pradhan, 2019) and organic (Farley Gordon & Hill, 2014). The United Nations’ 
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) defines sustainability as 
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs” (The Brundtland Commission, 1987). This definition 
seems to be the most widely used one. Nevertheless, there are several initiatives for fashion 
companies to participate in to guide the industry towards being more sustainable. Such as, in 
2009 the Copenhagen Fashion Summit launched a sustainability program called The CEO’s 
Agenda, which acts as a guideline for fashion company CEOs (Gazzola, Pavione, Pezzetti & 
Grechi, 2020). Furthermore, prior to the 2019 G7 summit 32 major apparel companies have 
agreed to a set of shared environmental sustainability objectives (Berg et al., 2019). This 
shows a direction where the fashion industry is heading. 

Moreover, the fashion industry is known to be greatly unsustainable, as it is one of the biggest 
polluters in the world (Moorhouse & Moorhouse, 2018; Becker-Leifhold, 2018). Current 
business models, where trends are rapidly changing (Gordon & Hill, 2014), prices and quality 
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are low, push consumers to have unsustainable consumption behaviours (Niinimäki, 2012). 
Therefore, encouraging companies to continue with these business models. In particular, the 
consumption of fast fashion is getting more attention for being highly unsustainable (McNeill 
& Moore, 2015). However, Giesler and Veresiu (2014) argue that the responsibility to make 
ethical decisions has shifted from companies to consumers. This means that companies can 
continue to choose to have unethical and unsustainable production processes and give 
consumers the responsibility to choose whether to purchase from these brands or not. This 
process is called responsibilisation and it comes from neo-liberal discourses, where 
responsibility is seen as something to be shared within economically rational actors, who 
compare different actions before making a decision (Giesler & Veresiu, 2014). However, as 
consumers are given the possibility to assess and make self-determined decisions the 
responsibility will shift onto the decision-maker themselves. For this reason, companies need 
to keep in mind that even when communicating their sustainable performances, it is in the 
hands of consumers to make the decision to support the brand or not.  

Nevertheless, it seems consumers are trying to make companies take the responsibility to act 
ethically and sustainably as well, as the demand for more sustainable fashion is increasing 
(Berg et al., 2019; Khandual & Pradhan, 2019; Lehmann, Arici, Robinsom, Kruse & Taylor, 
2020). The pressure for companies to be socially responsible and sustainable is growing 
(Gruber, Kaliauer, & Schlegelmilch, 2015). It comes from consumers demanding companies 
to be more transparent on environmental and social performances (Gazzola et al., 2020; 
Lehmann et al., 2020). This is further seen from the term “sustainable fashion” being one of 
the most extensively used phrases in the fashion industry now (Khandual & Pradhan, 2018). 

Companies have noticed the demand as well as the benefits of being more sustainable. They 
are reacting to it by developing sustainable product lines and supporting social initiatives. 
According to Fletcher (2014), the key to the industry’s future success lies in reducing its 
environmental and social effect. This has led to a rise and growth of new business models, 
such as second-hand stores, repairing and renting (The State of Fashion, 2019; Armstrong, 
Niinimäki, Kujala, Karell & Lang, 2015). However, according to CEO Agenda (2020), 
companies are not making the changes to be more sustainable fast enough in order to balance 
out the negative environmental and social impacts the fashion industry has. Thus, in order to 
counterbalance the destructive impact, the fashion industry has on the environment, it is 
critical that companies act on it now.  

Moreover, often this demand leads to companies marketing their sustainable initiatives 
without actually acting on these. This is known as greenwashing (Saha & Darnton, 2005). 
Dahl (2010) describes it as a “practice of making unwarranted or overblown claims of 
sustainability or environmental friendliness in an attempt to gain market share”. Furthermore, 
Seele and Gatti (2015) researched different ways of defining greenwashing. The study 
showed that even though different researchers translate it in their own ways, the most 
commonly used definition is by Oxford English Dictionary: “Disinformation disseminated by 
an organization so as to present an environmentally responsible public image” (n.d., cited in 
Seele & Gatti, 2015). However, it is important to consider that greenwashing lies in the eyes 
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of the observer, and thus is influenced by the relationship between expectations, messages and 
perceptions (Seele & Gatti, 2015). Therefore, it is dependent on how consumers translate the 
communicated messages on sustainability. However, greenwashing itself is not a new 
phenomenon, however, with the rising demand for sustainable products from consumers the 
practice of greenwashing has been more and more common (Dahl, 2010). It can appear in 
different forms. Such as, mislabelling products, using vague terminology or even making 
irrelevant claims (ed. Strähle, 2017). However, it is important to note that fashion brands 
often use their own labels and certifications to claim sustainability, making it difficult for 
consumers to tell the credibility of it. Thus, Bick, Halsey and Ekenga (2018) argue that it is 
important to implement internationally recognised certifications as third-party certifications 
are perceived as more trustworthy. Moreover, greenwashing can appear with the process of 
responsibilisation (Giesler & Veresiu, 2014) as well, where companies seem to try to deviate 
attention and responsibility away from themselves. In order to communicate sustainability 
successfully, companies need to be aware of what consumers might consider as greenwashing 
to avoid that. 

Furthermore, companies have noticed that communicating their environmental policies can 
increase market share and positively affect consumers’ public perceptions (Ramus & Montiel, 
2005). Therefore, many companies have started to develop sustainable clothing lines, such as 
H&M and Zara. However, as there is no common definition and understanding of 
sustainability companies can still easily get away with non-action. This can further encourage 
the practice of greenwashing. In order to avoid greenwashing Alevizou and Oates (2016) 
argue that it is critical for the fashion industry to define sustainable fashion. 

In order to become more sustainable, fashion companies need to start being more innovative 
and implement sustainable designs (Niinimäki 2012; Armstrong et al., 2015). However, this 
alone is not enough. Nandan (2005) argues that companies need to communicate their 
sustainable identity in order to succeed. Brand identity and sustainability communication will 
be further discussed later in this chapter. 

2.2 Brand Identity 

Corporate brand identity describes how a brand sees itself from the inside, and it is connected 
to its core values and beliefs (Kapferer, 2012; Urde 2013). It is important for companies to 
define their brand identity as this makes a brand unique and stand out from others (Nandan, 
2004; Upshaw, 1995) giving the company a competitive advantage. Moreover, when it comes 
to the fashion industry, a brand is considered sustainable when it is transparent, authentic 
(Gazzola et al., 2020) and has sustainability in its’ core values (Biloslavo & Trnavčevič, 
2009). Additionally, for sustainably conscious consumers a brand that has CSR activities in 
its core will appear more sincere (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2007), since consumers often 
expect the brands to have the same values as their own (Gazzola et al., 2020). Thus, it is 
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important for companies to consider implementing sustainability into their brand identity and 
core values. Further, taking into consideration that the demand for sustainability is increasing 
it gives more merit for companies to incorporate sustainability into brand identity.  

Literature shows that for companies to be successful with CSR communication it is important 
to integrate it with company's branding activities (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2013) as 
well as with general communication strategies (Roberts, 1996). Moreover, branding around 
sustainability can change how consumers look at the brand and its products. Thereupon, a 
more positive perception can result in increase of profits (Brown & Dacin, 1997), whereas 
negative perceptions can result in disbelief of the quality of products and reduce the purchase 
intent (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). Furthermore, (Ottman, 2011) argues that by creating 
sustainable branding strategies a company can avoid its actions being perceived as 
greenwashing. Moreover, it is not possible for brands to target sustainable and conscious 
consumers anymore without having sustainability in its branding strategy (Ottman, 2011).  

Furthermore, Ottman (2011) introduces five strategies how companies can establish 
credibility for their sustainable branding activities: walk your talk, be transparent, do not 
mislead, enlist the support of third parties and promote responsible consumption. Companies 
need to not only communicate their sustainable initiatives but also act on these. This means 
that they need to be committed and show their consumers how these initiatives are performed 
in reality. Moreover, companies need to be clear, when they use terms implying the product is 
recyclable or sustainable. Consumers need to be informed what such terms really mean. 
Misleading them can have long term effects resulting in consumer’s distrust. Additionally, it 
gives more credibility to the company if its sustainable acts are confirmed by impartial third 
parties, such as certifications. Furthermore, if a brand promotes responsible consumption it 
evokes more trust in consumers towards its sustainable initiatives. However, when a company 
continuously promotes unsustainable consumption habits, consumers can perceive its 
sustainable actions to be insincere. By following all of the five strategies a company can 
increase their credibility for branding and marketing campaigns as well as overall 
trustworthiness.  

Nevertheless, when a brand lacks to incorporate CSR into its core values, consumers are less 
likely to identify with the brand, engage in advocacy behaviours for the brand, be loyal to the 
brand and to show resilience towards the brand (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2007). Thus, when 
a company has sustainability at its core consumers are more likely to have positive 
perceptions of the company. However, when a company is caught lying about its sustainable 
identity it will have long-term consequences, such as consumers’ distrust (Strähle & Köksal, 
2015).  

From existing literature, it is clear that defining brand identity is critical for the success of the 
company. This is especially crucial for brands that want to attract sustainable conscious 
consumers. Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2007) argue that a brand that has higher CSR levels 
than its competitors will also attract consumers with higher CSR awareness. Furthermore, 
with the increasing importance of sustainability in the fashion industry companies need to 



 

11 

 

adjust their identities according to the demand. However, firms need to keep in mind that their 
perceived sustainable identity is only seen as authentic when it is set in the company’s core 
values. Therefore, brand identity is necessary to consider in order for companies to 
communicate sustainable initiatives successfully. 

2.3 Consumers 

The most important concept connected to consumers is brand image. According to Nandan 
(2005), it represents all the impressions of a product in the minds of consumers, and the set of 
beliefs that they have regarding a particular brand. This definition is supported by both Keller 
(1993), who sees brand image as the way consumers perceive a brand, that is mirrored by the 
brand associations in their memory, and Kotler (1988, p.197), who views it as a set of beliefs 
that one has regarding a brand. Moreover, Hernández-Fernández and Lewis (2019) connect 
brand authenticity with brand image, which is a construct of brand individuality, brand 
consistency, brand continuity, perceived value and brand trust. Hence, each author mentions 
different characteristics of this concept. That is why there is no common theoretical 
framework on brand image (Mindrut, Manolica & Roman, 2015).  

Nevertheless, there is another aspect of consumers’ personality that is crucial to consider. We 
are all different and we perceive our environment in different ways. Therefore, we tend to 
evaluate a company's message through the prism of our subjectivity (Nandan, 2005). This 
claim is supported by Dobni and Zinkhan (1990), who stated that each person perceives brand 
image differently, as they encode the brand messages through the prism of their life 
experiences and specific characteristics. Hence, consumers can have various images of the 
same brand. However, companies can influence brand image in consumers’ minds, as they 
can shape their desires and brand associations that combined, create a brand image (de 
Chernatony, 1999). 

Furthermore, many researchers (e.g. Chan & Wong, 2012; Joergens, 2006; Shen, Wang, Lo & 
Shum, 2012) tried to understand the motives for consumers to buy sustainable items. One of 
them is Davies (2015), who investigated what makes consumers want to buy sustainable 
fashion. The author mentions six factors that drive consumers’ sustainable purchases, these 
are self-expression, self-esteem, responsibility, protecting the planet and a sense of 
accomplishment. The motive of self-expression is also discussed by Belk (1988), who claims 
that our possessions play a major function in expressing our identities. Additionally, when it 
comes to the motive of protecting the planet, it is in line with Elkington and Hailes (1988, 
cited in Peattie, 2001), who discuss the concept of a green consumer, who avoids products 
that endanger the environment and others, create unnecessary waste, and that are connected to 
animal cruelty. Moreover, Peattie (2001) has introduced the green purchase perception matrix. 
It shows the relationship between the level of compromise and confidence that consumers can 
make while choosing between sustainable or unsustainable options. The author states that 
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products that offer clear environmental benefits and require little compromise, as well as the 
ones that offer good performance, marginal environmental benefits for less money, are 
unlikely to struggle in the market. Nevertheless, products that ask for more compromise from 
the consumer's side, need to instill more confidence among potential buyers about their 
environmental benefits. Hence, they need to have a more convincing case. Finally, according 
to Davies (2015), consumers associate sustainable clothing with the following attributes: 
long-lasting (quality and fashion-wise), unique styles, natural materials, environmentally 
friendly, recycled, available, and no sweatshops, which confirm values found by Jägel, 
Keeling, Reppel & Gruber (2012). Therefore, in order to attract sustainable consumers, 
fashion companies should incorporate these attributes into their communication.   

The attitude towards sustainability and brands’ sustainable initiatives is one thing. 
Nevertheless, the final purchasing behaviour can be significantly different. Thus, another 
important aspect is the consumer’s attitude-behaviour gap. It can be understood as the 
discrepancy between consumers’ sustainable beliefs and the way they act. Therefore, they are 
sustainable-conscious and they expect sustainable initiatives from fashion companies. 
Nevertheless, they tend to choose the unsustainable option (Beard, 2008). There are various 
reasons for that such as price, availability, trust, and lack of transparency or information 
regarding sustainable options (Terlau & Hirsch, 2015). Moreover, many consumers remain 
sceptical regarding the authenticity of a company’s actions, as they do not know which ones 
are genuine in their sustainability claims (Beard, 2008; Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004; Terlau & 
Hirsch, 2015). Furthermore, when it comes to the fashion industry, consumers might be 
reluctant to buy sustainable items due to the product design, as they find them not fashionable 
and trendy (Beard, 2008). According to Joergens (2006), it proves that when buying new 
clothing, consumers’ personal needs and motives take precedence over ethical/sustainable 
issues. Nevertheless, as it was mentioned before, due to various personalities and 
backgrounds, we perceive things differently. Hence, our behaviour varies and it also depends 
on our subjective judgment of the messages and signals sent from the companies.  

2.3.1 Types of Consumers 

There is a visible complexity of consumers’ behaviours, especially when it comes to 
sustainability. Nowadays, consumption cannot be solely explained by socio-demographic 
factors like income or age, but it requires a wider socio-cultural and social-psychological 
perspective (Diamantopoulos et al., 2003). That is why in order to be able to establish direct 
marketing communication, the companies are trying to identify homogeneous consumer 
groups based on various factors (Green, Carmone & Wachspress, 1976). Many authors have 
researched this topic and have introduced different groups of consumers. 

The most basic division into two types of sustainable consumers is seen in the work of authors 
such as Gruber, Kaliauer and Schlegelmilch (2015) or Park and Ha (2012). The latter paper 
sees sustainable consumers, as green product purchasers, and green product non-
purchasers. According to Park and Ha (2012), various studies suggest that pro-environmental 
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behaviour should be viewed from both behaviour motivated by anticipated desirable 
outcomes, and pro-social behaviour perspectives, as they are not only guided by attitude 
variables but also by norms and social identity. Moreover, the research investigates the 
psychological characteristics and behavioural intentions towards sustainability of both 
consumers’ groups. The green product purchasers showcase more pro-social, pro-
environmental values, and they are more altruistic and open to change (Stern, Dietz & 
Guagnano, 1995). Furthermore, the research has shown that this group has more positive 
cognitive and affective attitudes, stronger social pressure and personal obligation and greater 
intention to perform sustainable actions than non-purchasers. Finally, consumers with 
previous experience in pro-environmental initiatives and practices can easily engage in other 
pro-environmental disciplines compared with consumers without such experiences (Park & 
Ha, 2012). Therefore, it is harder to encourage non-purchasers to incorporate sustainability 
into their daily lives and purchasing decisions.   

Moreover, Gruber, Kaliauer and Schlegelmilch (2015) have introduced two other types of 
consumers that are strongly connected to previously mentioned groups. The first type includes 
consumers, who are already interested in sustainability and might look for information 
regarding the company’s CSR projects. In order to reach them, companies should use more 
subtle channels (e.g. online pages or reports) to inform this audience about the CSR 
initiatives, as they provide an opportunity to find more in-depth information and concrete 
facts, which they find the most interesting. Furthermore, the second group are people that do 
not have a strong attitude towards sustainability. However, they still might be positively 
influenced by it if they are provided with the right knowledge regarding the company's 
projects. According to the authors, this type of consumer is harder to reach. Hence, large-scale 
communication through e.g. social media, and television, is crucial to inform this group about 
a company’s sustainable projects. The message should be regularly supported by external 
institutions such as governmental and non-governmental organisations, to add credibility to it 
(Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015). This indicates a need for different communication 
methods for every type of sustainable consumer. 

A broader view on types of sustainable consumers has been introduced by Gilg, Barr and Ford 
(2005). Based on three sets of criteria: environmental values and concerns, socio-
demographic variables, and psychological factors, they established four types of green 
consumers: committed environmentalists, mainstream environmentalists, occasional 
environmentalists and non-environmentalists. The most interesting take away from this 
research is that consumers, who are less sustainable-conscious share completely different 
values to those who are significantly involved. Additionally, there is a visible difference in the 
perception of price between all groups. While making a purchase, the committed 
environmentalists do not consider price to be an important factor, and they tend to put little 
emphasis on wealth and personal influence. Whereas the attitude towards price is significantly 
different for the non-environmentalist group (Gilg, Barr & Ford, 2005). 

When it comes to sustainable-conscious consumers, Balderjahn, Peyer, Seegebarth, 
Wiedmann & Weber (2018) have investigated this group of consumers and introduced six 
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new types based on the review of two product classes: consumer goods and fashion products. 
The authors mention that the current research on types of sustainable consumers is focused on 
distinguishing between a low and high level of concern. Nevertheless, there is a need for a 
study that considers the existence of different patterns among sustainable consumers’ groups 
(Balderjahn et al., 2018; Verain, Bartels, Dagevos, Sijtsema, Onwezen & Antonides, 2012). 
According to the authors, consumer’s sustainable behaviour is connected to three main 
factors: sustainable consciousness and social and financial factors. The sustainable-conscious 
consumers appreciate collaborative consciousness and spend a significant amount of money 
on sustainable clothing. Nevertheless, they tend to have below-average incomes. Conversely, 
the non-sustainable conscious consumers usually have an above-average income. However, 
even though they have little concern regarding sustainability, they buy more sustainable 
clothing than average, which might indicate the opposite attitude-behaviour gap - a reverse 
concern-behaviour gap (Balderjahn et al., 2018). It shows that despite a lack of interest in 
sustainability, these individuals might still purchase green items, which creates an opportunity 
for fashion brands.   

The researchers have extracted many sustainable consumer groups that have been mainly 
based on consumers’ attitudes towards sustainability, price and society. Nevertheless, from 
the perspective of this research, the most interesting approach has been presented by McNeill 
and Moore (2015), who investigated the fashion industry. They introduced three types of 
fashion consumers that are similar to the ones presented by Verain et al. (2012). The first 
group consists of ‘Self’ consumers. They exhibit little to no concern about sustainable 
fashion and have a positive attitude toward fast-fashion brands. These consumers are not very 
influenced by others' opinions; hence, they are the most difficult market for sustainable 
clothing. Moreover, they purchase in second-hand shops usually to save money, or to find 
something unusual, which might indicate the price-sensitivity and individualism of this group, 
which is confirmed by Gilg, Barr & Ford (2005) and Gilg, Barr & Ford (2005). Furthermore, 
Self consumers are more likely to prioritise price and turn-over of items over every other 
factor, which makes it even harder for sustainable companies to reach them. Nevertheless, the 
research indicates that these consumers might buy sustainable clothing if the pressure of 
others leads to the purchase for the item’s fashion purposes, not functionality (McNeill & 
Moore, 2015). 

The second type of fashion consumer is the ‘Social’ consumer. This group is becoming 
increasingly concerned with sustainable issues. Therefore, it exhibits a positive attitude 
towards sustainable fashion. Nevertheless, the behaviour of these consumers is often 
inconsistent with their attitudes, as they have many barriers to fully embrace it such as 
unawareness and a perceived lack of social acceptance for sustainable fashion. However, 
Social consumers are highly concerned with norms of behaviour and opinions of others. 
Hence, they hold the biggest potential as a market for sustainable clothing. Therefore, to reach 
Social consumers and create awareness, mass and social media should be considered as the 
primary medium. Moreover, for this group, the price is not the biggest concern, as they are 
willing to pay more for items that they strongly desire, which is important information for 
fashion companies (McNeill & Moore, 2015). 
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The last type of consumer is the ‘Sacrifice’ consumer. These consumers are highly 
concerned with the environment. Their behaviour is consistent with their attitudes. 
Nevertheless, they have an internal conflict between the desire to be fashionable and the 
desire to reduce consumption. However, they are the group with the least barriers to purchase 
sustainable clothing and are therefore an ideal market to lead the movement of sustainable 
fashion. Nonetheless, Sacrifice consumers do not impulse-buy fashion items, and they do not 
follow the fashion seasons. Moreover, this group reflects a certain scepticism towards the 
industry’s motives. Hence, gaining trust should be the main goal of fashion companies that 
want to target this group. Furthermore, they actively seek information and external audits, 
which should be available on companies’ websites to support it  (McNeill & Moore, 2015). 

Each of the groups views fashion in conflicting ways and therefore, should be targeted 
differently. That is why companies should adjust their communication to include the needs of 
all consumer groups. 

2.4 Sustainability Communication 

Existing literature introduced various types of consumers, and discussed how they all perceive 
sustainability differently. A company’s communication and marketing can influence 
consumer behaviour and they are often affected by it subconsciously. The information 
consumers correlate to the company results in how they react to its products (Brown & Dacin, 
1997). Additionally, the more people have been exposed to the information the more they are 
influenced by it (Cialdini, 1984). Even though environmental issues around the fashion 
industry have already become the centre of communication messages for fast fashion brands 
(Rutter, Armstrong & Cano, 2017), brands are still not doing it efficiently enough (Dawkins, 
2004).  

Moreover, Gray and Balmer (1998) define corporate communication as a collection of 
messages through different types of media by which the company conveys its identity to 
different groups of stakeholders. It is a connection between the company’s identity and image. 
As this thesis focuses on how companies can communicate their sustainable initiatives, it is 
important to note that communicating brands' CSR practices can give it a strategic advantage 
(Smith, 2003). Furthermore, communication has an important role in guiding consumers 
towards more sustainable consumption habits (Vehmas, Raudaskoski, Heikkilä, Harlin & 
Mensonen, 2018).  

Existing literature on communication relies on Kapferer’s (2012) Sender-receiver model. It 
shows the relationship between the sender, message and the receiver. However, the model is 
rather simplistic and does not consider the complexity of consumers. Another well-known 
communication model is the one by Shannon and Weaver (1949). It claims that the strength of 
the communication lies in the feedback from the receiver. Further, this model introduces 
“noises” which can be various factors that might distract the message. Originally the authors 
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saw them as physical disruptions during the transmission process. Nevertheless, they can be 
treated as all the external factors that influence communication. Therefore, when a company is 
communicating its message, there can be several external factors that affect it that need to be 
taken into consideration when planning a communication strategy. However, this model 
provides a rather general understanding of the process, just like with the sender-receiver 
model, it does not consider the complexity of consumers. 

Du and Bhattacharya (2010) have further researched CSR communication and the different 
elements that affect it. The authors introduced a more compound CSR communication model, 
which addresses the key challenge of sustainability communication: generating favourable 
CSR attributions. Furthermore, it is different from other previously mentioned models as this 
considers different message contents, channels, stakeholder characteristics as well as 
company characteristics and different outcomes of the communication. This model introduces 
different types of messages (initiatives, commitment, impact, motives) that CSR 
communication can deliver as well as different types of channels (CSR reports, corporate 
websites, media coverage, word-of-mouth) it can be done through. Moreover, the authors 
argue that companies need to consider the different characteristics of stakeholders 
(stakeholder types, issue support, social value, orientation) and the company itself (reputation, 
industry, marketing strategies) when planning a communication strategy. This model is 
critical in understanding these key factors that need to be considered in order to communicate 
brands’ sustainable initiatives. 

2.4.1 Message Content 

According to Dawkins (2004), there is a growing pressure on companies to incorporate more 
CSR into their corporate activities. Nevertheless, establishing CSR communication that 
satisfies all stakeholders is not easy, as the companies might face several challenges. First of 
all, consumers often do not perceive the corporate message as genuine and credible, and they 
are suspicious regarding real motives behind companies investing in corporate responsibility 
(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004; Dawkins, 2004). That is why many consumers tend to connect 
sustainable initiatives with greenwashing (Kolster, 2016). Secondly, the attitude-behaviour 
gap also creates a significant challenge for companies, as they do not know how to effectively 
communicate so that the gap would not occur. As it was mentioned in the Consumers section 
of this report (p. 11), consumers can have a positive attitude towards sustainability and 
sustainable products. Nevertheless, their behaviour does not reflect it (Terlau & Hirsch, 
2015). Hence, the companies need to find a way to convince them and overcome the gap 
through effective communication (D’Souza, 2015; Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018). Third of 
all, the fashion companies struggle to find the right balance between content about fashion 
and sustainability (Biondi, 2019). According to Friestad and Wright (1994), when a message 
is too focused on social issues, consumers are more likely to be suspicious of the true motives 
of a company. Furthermore, not all fashion consumers care about CSR (Öberseder, 
Schlegelmilch & Gruber, 2011). Hence, to attract different types of consumers and be 
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perceived as more credible, it is crucial to include various types of content and have a good 
ratio between fashion and sustainable messages. Finally, most of the consumers are not the 
Sacrifice type, which means that they are not willing to give up on certain things in the name 
of being more sustainable (Beard, 2008; Futerra Sustainability Communications & BSR, 
2015). Moreover, they want to know what they can gain through a sustainable purchase, what 
is the added value (Futerra Sustainability Communications & BSR, 2015). Therefore, 
companies cannot be focused on sustainability as the only benefit or feature of their brand 
(Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). 

Since CSR communication is a delicate matter that can backfire, it is crucial to consider 
various stakeholders’ needs and overcome their hesitations towards sustainable initiatives 
(Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). That is why CSR communication requires a clear strategy 
that incorporates the mentioned issues (Dawkins, 2004).  

Authors mention several solutions that can solve the potential problems that the 
communication might raise:  

Transparent and Clear Message 
If a message with very good content is not clear for consumers, it will not be effective 
(Morsing & Spence, 2019). Therefore, the very first thing that companies need to ensure is 
that their CSR communication is coherent and consistent (Nandan, 2005), transparent (Evans 
& Peirson-Smith, 2018), and clear (Morsing & Spence, 2019). 

Authenticity and Credibility 
According to Pérez (2019), authenticity of the message can improve its credibility. Moreover, 
Dawkins (2004) highlights the importance of credibility of communication. The author states 
that to ensure the credibility of a message, companies’ initiatives need to be aligned with their 
corporate behaviour as a whole and have to be consistent. Otherwise, their CSR 
communication might be seen as greenwashing or as “a smokescreen for unethical behaviour” 
(Dawkins, 2004). Furthermore, there are several ways through which companies can increase 
the authenticity and credibility of their CSR communications. Firstly, Du, Bhattacharya and 
Sen (2010) suggest that a message should not simply highlight the company’s involvement in 
a specific CSR cause, but it should include information such as commitment to a cause, the 
impact it has, why this specific initiative (motives), explanation of the fit between the 
company’s business and the cause. Secondly, there is no authenticity and credibility without 
transparency. The companies have to be honest and genuine with their intentions, as 
consumers are already suspicious (Dawkins, 2004). Hence, only through complete 
transparency, they can gain consumers’ trust (Dubbink, Graafland & van Liedekerke, 2008). 
Finally, according to Schmeltz (2012), consumers prefer communication that is personally 
relevant, factually based, explicit and precise, which helps to decrease the scepticism. 
Furthermore, the use of communication that is traditionally perceived as credible e.g. reports, 
can also increase the credibility of the message (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). 

 



 

18 

 

Highlight Added Value 
As it was mentioned before, usually consumers want something ‘more’ than just sustainable 
items. They want to know their added value. Hence, it raises the question of how 
sustainability can provide this ‘more’ to the consumers. Most sustainability marketing only 
sells sustainability. Except for this, the only possible added value is the feel-good or guilt-free 
factors (Futerra Sustainability Communications & BSR, 2015), which is confirmed by de 
Chernatony, Harris and Dall’Olmo Riley (2000), who state that the key sustainable added 
value is the emotional value. Nevertheless, nowadays, it is not enough. That is why the 
companies need to highlight the item’s additional features, not only its sustainable aspects. 
The report by Futerra Sustainability Communications and BSR (2015), proposes that only a 
consumer-based value proposition regarding sustainability can create a successful product 
with genuine intentions and appealing campaigns. Hence, it presents three value types that 
consumers consider while making a purchase, these are: functional (value for money, 
efficiency), emotional (feeling of happiness, self-worth), and social (sense of belonging, cool) 
benefits. 

Balance between content about Fashion and Sustainability 
The companies are struggling to find the right ratio between fashion and sustainable content. 
Nevertheless, as it was mentioned before, consumers want something ‘more’ from sustainable 
items. According to McNeill and Moore (2015), due to the high importance of identity 
construction for consumers, the need to be fashionable usually outweighs the driver to be 
sustainable.  Hence, it is important not to be solely focused on eco aspects. According to 
Grace (2015), communication regarding fashion should be prioritised over sustainable 
content. The social and environmental issues should be just an added benefit while making a 
purchase, not the main driver. The author calls it “passive activism”. The companies should 
strive to show that they are engaged in various sustainable initiatives and that by buying their 
products, the consumers are also doing it (Grace, 2015). 

Informative Communication 
Since most of the consumers do not actively seek information on corporate responsibility 
(Dawkins, 2004), CSR communication needs to be highly informative (Schmeltz, 2012). 
Moreover, information also helps to ensure the credibility of the message (Bhattacharya & 
Sen, 2004) and by providing factual data it can be perceived as more valuable (Futerra 
Sustainability Communications & BSR, 2015). However, according to Evans and Peirson-
Smith (2018) using too much information in fashion communication can be a distraction for 
consumers. Nowadays, they have access to various communication channels and they can 
choose for themselves what type, and how much information they want to access. Therefore, 
the companies need to carefully design their narrative to make it appealing to potential 
consumers (Dawkins, 2004; Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018). 

Language 
When it comes to vocabulary, Evans and Peirson-Smith (2018) have researched the specific 
words used in CSR communication. According to the authors, the words such as: eco, green 
and fair trade, are perceived positively and are seen as trustworthy, as consumers connect 
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them with a good way of living. Moreover, the research has pointed out several words that 
should be avoided. Firstly, the word ‘ethical’ brings the feeling of distrust with the fashion 
system, and scepticism towards a company. Secondly, the word ‘organic’ is often misused 
which is why it is also connected to the feeling of distrust. Finally, the word ‘sustainability’ is 
perceived as complex and “too large a task for the individual use” which is why it also brings 
negative feelings (Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018). Additionally, according to Grace (2015), 
most of the time, consumers do not understand this word and it seems too vague. Therefore, 
the companies that want to attract more types of consumers than just sustainable-conscious 
ones, should look for a more universal language and think about creative ways to tell 
sustainable stories in different ways (Grace, 2015). 

Furthermore, except for the elements mentioned above, Dawkins (2004) highlights the 
importance of adjusting the CSR communication to different types of consumers. It is because 
each of them has different expectations, needs and therefore, respond differently to the 
various CSR communication channels. Hence, companies need to tailor their communication 
strategies to match these differences (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). For more information 
about types of consumers, please refer to the Types of Consumers section of this paper (p. 
12). 

2.4.2 Communication Channels  

The choice of communication channel is one of the key elements when building a 
communication strategy (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010; Shannon & Weaver, 1949). 
Furthermore, brands are using different types of channels, such as online, face-to-face, verbal 
and nonverbal channels to communicate with consumers and create shared sustainability 
initiatives (Allen, 2016). For example, non-verbal communication channels can be the 
environment of the physical store (Rapoport, 1982). However, online channels, such as social 
media, are now the most used channels to connect with consumers (Han, Henninger, 
Apeagyei & Tyler, 2017; Rutter, Armstrong & Cano, 2017) and communicate sustainable 
initiatives (Rutter, Armstrong & Cano, 2017; Dawkins, 2004; Da Giau, Macchion, Caniato, 
Caridi, Danese, Rinaldi & Vinelli, 2016). Moreover, using different online channels can help 
brands to share information about its sustainable practices (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009). 
Furthermore, Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2010) argue that different stakeholders might react 
differently depending on the communication channel. Thus, a company can choose a different 
social media channel depending on the audience it wants to reach. 

Social media has brought new ways of communicating with consumers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2012; Da Giau et al., 2016). In particular, it has given brands the opportunity to interact and 
have a dialogue with consumers, and to convey brands identity. Furthermore, the benefit of 
using social media is that it is a low-cost communication channel (Sogari, Pucci, Aquilani & 
Zanni, 2017). Additionally, it is highly accessible and gives brands the possibility to gather 
data about their consumers. By utilising social media as well as other online media for 
communication, it is possible for brands to reach a bigger audience. Furthermore, with the 
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increasing popularity of social media Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2010) argue about the 
importance of word-of-mouth as a communication channel. This informal channel amongst 
consumers can serve as a powerful way to communicate brands sustainable initiatives. This is 
further supported by Mangold and Faulds (2009), who argue that consumers trust 
interpersonal communication more than information coming from the marketers. Thus, 
consumers can influence each other's purchasing decisions on social media. Therefore, it is 
important for companies to have a positive image on the marketplace (Strähle, & Köksal, 
2015) as it heavily influences word-of-mouth marketing. 

Nevertheless, social media is not the only important online channel. Brands need to 
communicate their sustainable initiatives through its websites (Dach & Allmendinger, 2014; 
Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015; Fulton & Lee, 2013). In particular, consumers are 
interested to see sustainability reports, information about sustainable certifications and awards 
(Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015). Furthermore, research by Morsing and Schultz 
(2006) shows that when it comes to CSR communication consumers prefer to seek it through 
“minimal release” channels such as annual reports and websites, compared to traditional 
advertising. However, this study was conducted on Scandinavian consumers and emphasizes 
that the choice of a channel may vary depending on the country or region. Nevertheless, when 
seeking information from the brand’s website it is crucial to consider that the information 
presented there might be biased.  

Moreover, if brands choose not to communicate their sustainable initiatives, consumers will 
get that information through other channels, such as word-of-mouth (Pomering & Dolnicar, 
2008). This is crucial for brands to keep in mind when planning a communication strategy, as 
they will not be in charge of the influence that indirect communication has. Furthermore, 
without implementing sustainable initiatives into communication strategies, brands risk 
consumers not being aware of its sustainable practices. 

2.6 Theoretical Framework 

In order to summarise and structure the key findings of the literature review, the theoretical 
framework has been established. It shows the relationship between the main elements of the 
research question and the literature regarding communication, CSR in the fashion industry, 
and types of consumers. The process of communication in the model is based on the Sender-
receiver Model by Kapferer (2008), CSR Communication Model by Du, Bhattacharya and 
Sen (2010) and Shannon and Weaver Model of Communication (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). 
However, it includes additional factors such as three types of fashion consumers by McNeill 
and Moore (2015). This theoretical framework is rather simplistic. Nevertheless, it showcases 
the key elements that are crucial for CSR communication in the environment of the fashion 
industry. 
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Figure 2: Theoretical Framework (own illustration)	
	
The process starts with a brand. It includes the intrinsic motives that drive the company to 
pursue CSR/sustainable projects, the CSR initiatives, and the general brand identity connected 
to sustainability. According to the research, it is crucial to have genuine motives (Biloslavo & 
Trnavčevič, 2009), be authentic (Gazzola et al., 2020), and have CSR in the core values (Du, 
Bhattacharya & Sen, 2007), to be perceived as a sustainable and credible brand.  

The next step is the formulation of the message content. Based on the literature, there are six 
key message elements that need to be incorporated into the content to avoid the potential 
problems that the communication might raise. These are: transparency (Evans & Peirson-
Smith, 2018), authenticity and credibility (Dawkins, 2004; Pérez, 2019), added value (de 
Chernatony, Harris & Dall’Olmo Riley, 2000), finding a balance between content about 
fashion and sustainability (Grace, 2015), making communication informative (Schmeltz, 
2012), and language (Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018). Each of them has been introduced in 
detail in the Message Content section of this report (p. 16). 

According to Dawkins (2004), it is important to adjust the CSR communication to different 
types of consumers. Hence, this research will be focused on three types of fashion consumers 
introduced by McNeill and Moore (2015), and their needs: 

The first type – Self consumers can be seen as non-sustainable consumers from the literature. 
This type can be characterised as highly price-sensitive (Gilg, Barr & Ford, 2005; McNeill & 
Moore, 2015). They are more individualistic and are mainly focused on individual needs 
(Futerra Sustainability Communications & BSR, 2015; Park & Ha, 2012), which is why they 
look for added value in products and might make a purchase for item’s fashion purposes 
(McNeill & Moore, 2015). It is harder to convince them to undertake CSR initiatives (Gruber, 
Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015; Park & Ha, 2012). However, they might be positively 
influenced towards sustainability if provided with the right knowledge regarding the 
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company’s projects (Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015). Thus, in the communication, 
this group is mainly looking for value for money and added value.  

The second type – Social consumers are highly dependent on others and their opinions. They 
are increasingly interested in sustainability. Nevertheless, they often exhibit an attitude-
behaviour gap (Beard, 2008), due to lack of information and perceived lack of social 
acceptance. Hence, the communication needs to be focused on education and collectivity, as 
Social consumers are highly concerned with social norms (McNeill & Moore, 2015). 
However, this group exhibits the biggest potential as a market for sustainable clothing. They 
are not price-sensitive and are willing to pay more for the desired item. Which means that 
they strongly follow trends and their needs are solely focused on social acceptance (McNeill 
& Moore, 2015) and the sense of belonging (Belk, 1988). Therefore, to reach this group, it is 
important to build the message around awareness, social norms, and trends.  

The last type – Sacrifice consumers, or sustainable-conscious consumers according to 
different authors (e.g. Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015; Park & Ha, 2012). They are 
pro-social (Gilg, Barr & Ford, 2005; Stern, Dietz & Guagnano, 1995), open for change (Stern, 
Dietz & Guagnano, 1995) people, who are not price-sensitive (Balderjahn et al., 2018; Gilg, 
Barr & Ford, 2005). This type puts little emphasis on personal influence (Gilg, Barr & Ford, 
2005). Additionally, they are willing to pay more for sustainable products. Nevertheless, they 
look for truly authentic and credible brands (Beard, 2008). That is why Sacrifice consumers 
have a strong need for information (Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015) and they will 
easily see if a company is genuine in its initiatives. Hence, the primary need of this group is to 
find a truly sustainable and authentic brand. 

Each type of consumer has its own image of a brand. It is a synthesis of various messages 
such as brand name, visual symbols, products, advertisements, sponsoring, articles (Kapferer, 
2008), and company’s reputation (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). The public judges those 
messages through the prism of their subjectivity, by using their interpretations and responding 
differently to brands (Kapferer, 2008). Moreover, according to Keller (2013), brand image is 
the consumers’ perceptions about the brand, mirrored by the associations held in their 
memory. These associations can be brand attributes (features that characterise a product) or 
brand benefits (consumer’s personal values and meanings around the product). Consumers 
form brand associations in various ways, factors that are important to consider are the 
strengths, favourability, and uniqueness of the association (Keller, 2013). 

When it comes to the Channel. The literature provides some valuable information regarding 
the best ways in which companies can reach each type of consumer. For the Self consumers, it 
is recommended to use large-scale communication through social media and TV, and a 
message supported by the external, credible governmental and non-governmental institutions 
(Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015). Additionally, to ensure credibility, the company 
can also choose to use reports as a communication channel (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). 
Moreover, the Social consumers should be reached through their social circle. The literature 
highlights the importance of word-of-mouth (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010), which can be 
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the most effective method to reach this group. Hence, the use of mass and social media as the 
primary medium is recommended (McNeill & Moore, 2015), as well as, influencers. Finally, 
for the Sacrifice consumers, Gruber, Kaliauer and Schlegelmilch (2015) suggest the use of 
more subtle channels such as company website and reports to inform them about the CSR 
initiatives, and potential added value of products, as these channels, provide concrete and 
credible information that this group is looking for. Nevertheless, it raises the question that 
needs to be addressed in this research, whether message content and communication channels 
should be adjusted and sent separately to different consumers’ types. 

Moreover, according to Shannon and Weaver (1949) and Kapferer (2008), during the 
transmission of a message, thus in the Channel stage, a message can be distracted or affected 
by various factors, which are called “noises”. They have an impact on communication flow. 
In the original work, Shannon and Weaver (1949) see the noises as physical disruption during 
the transmission process. Nevertheless, they can be treated as all the external factors that can 
distract or affect the communication process  (Kapferer, 2008). Finally, they can have either a 
positive or negative impact on communication.  

Due to the limited scope of the research and the focus on message creation process, noises 
and brand image factors will not be researched in this study. 
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3 Methodology 

This chapter discusses the methodological choices made in order to answer the given research 
question. It is divided into seven main sections. Firstly, the research philosophy is being 
discussed. This section also explains the reasons behind the choice of relativist and social 
constructivism positions. Secondly, the research approach is presented and the choice of 
qualitative and abductive strategy is justified. Thirdly, the research design is introduced. 
Fourthly, the data collection method describes in detail the guideline and reasoning behind the 
collection of the empirical material including the sampling. Fifthly, the time horizon of  the 
research is discussed. Followed by the sixth section, which includes the detailed descriptions 
of the analysis process. The chapter finishes with a discussion regarding validity and 
reliability of the research.  

3.1 Research Philosophy 

The first step towards establishing a methodology is to create a clearly defined research 
paradigm (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The research philosophy is connected to all the 
assumptions and beliefs that a researcher makes about the reality and the development of 
knowledge. Moreover, the philosophical assumptions help the researcher to understand the 
research question, research design, and how to analyse and interpret the data (Saunders, 
Thornhill & Lewis, 2007).   

The first philosophical assumption is ontology. It is focused on the nature of reality and 
existence (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). It raises the questions regarding the 
way the world operates and the commitment to particular views (Saunders, Thornhill & 
Lewis, 2007). There are two key positions within ontology – relativism and realism. The first 
one claims that there is no truth and reality is a social construct that is created through 
discourses. Hence, the reality seen from a relative perspective is subjective. The latter position 
sees reality as independent from perception and science matter, and is based on facts. Thus, 
there is only one objective truth (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). This thesis 
explores sustainability communication that aims at various consumers, by looking at different 
companies and by using various data collection methods. Additionally, multiple perspectives, 
theories and approaches have been considered. Therefore, this research paper is following a 
relativist ontology.   

The second philosophical assumption is epistemology and it is connected to what “constitutes 
acceptable knowledge in a field of study” (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). It is focused 
on showing the researchers the ways of enquiring into the physical and social worlds. 
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Moreover, just like with ontology, it consists of two positions – positivism and social 
constructionism (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). The first one sees the social 
world as an external construct that can be measured objectively through sensation, intuition 
and reflection. Conversely, social constructionism views the outside world as subjective and it 
is based on social constructs. Furthermore, people are determining the reality (Easterby-
Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). This research takes the social constructivism position, as the 
various aspects of the reality researched through this thesis are rather subjective. It is due to 
the fact that they are influenced by people, relationships between them, and their 
surroundings.  

3.2 Research Approach 

3.2.1 Qualitative Strategy 

There are two types of research methods that are most widely used: qualitative methods and 
quantitative methods (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). These differ from each other 
by data collection techniques and analysis processes (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). 
Quantitative methods focus on numerical data and this is mostly gathered through 
questionnaires. In contrast, qualitative methods focus on non-numerical (such as photos and 
videos) and textual data. The data can be gathered through different types of qualitative 
methods, such as interviews and observations. Furthermore, researchers can either combine 
these methods or decide to use either qualitative or quantitative methods (Saunders, Thornhill 
& Lewis, 2007).   

This study takes a qualitative research approach. The aim of this thesis was to gather a deeper 
understanding of how companies can communicate their sustainable initiatives to different 
types of consumers. Using qualitative research methods is perfect for answering such an open 
question as why (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This gave an opportunity to ask questions if and why 
agencies think communication should be adjusted according to different types of consumers, 
as well as explore why consumers use the communication channels they do. Moreover, the 
openness and flexibility allowed for in-depth explanations from respondents. Furthermore, 
qualitative methods allow more exploring, open-ended questions and answers (Easterby-
Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015) and flexibility when gathering and analyzing data (Bryman 
& Bell, 2015).  

The proposed research question will be answered from a company’s perspective. Thus, it was 
important to gather data directly from companies to gain an understanding of their expertise. 
Adopting qualitative methods, allowed to gather data about companies’ experiences, as it is 
more focused on non-numerical data (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). Furthermore, 
using qualitative methods gave a possibility to observe visual messages and language used in 
the communication process (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). However, since 
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consumers are the target of the communication, it is necessary to include what they find 
important. Therefore, data was additionally gathered directly from consumers to understand 
their point of view. However, this was supported by existing literature, which provided 
background information on different types of fashion consumers. This type of input gives an 
overview of consumers’ needs and expectations when it comes to fashion brands 
communicating their sustainable actions.  

Therefore, a qualitative strategy was chosen as this type of open approach gave the authors 
the possibility to conduct an exploratory study on the under-researched area of how to 
communicate sustainable practices to different types of consumers.  

3.2.2 Abductive Strategy 

When it comes to the link between theory and literature, there are three major theories 
mentioned in the literature – inductive, deductive and abductive (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The 
first one is connected to generating theory from data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Hence, the 
researcher collects data and establishes a theory based on the results of the data analysis.  
Whereas the deduction is focused on testing the existing theory, that is why it is the right 
method when researching topics that are widely covered by literature (Saunders, Thornhill & 
Lewis, 2007). Moreover, this approach is a linear process. Thus, the hypothesis is formulated 
based on existing research (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The third approach combines the two 
previously mentioned approaches. Abduction is the process that looks for patterns and 
structures (Bryman & Bell, 2015). It moves between theory and the empirical material in 
order to find new relationships and variables (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 

This thesis is following the abductive approach. The theory was used to gain an understanding 
regarding the concepts of sustainability in the fashion industry, types of consumers, and CSR 
communication. Next, the empirical material was collected and coded in accordance with 
theory. In general, the aim was not to test an existing theory, nor to create a new one, but to 
combine existing findings and develop it to extend the knowledge regarding CSR 
communication and different types of consumers. 

3.3 Research Design 

The research design “provides a framework for the collection and analysis of data” (Bryman 
& Bell, 2015).  Moreover, it reflects the choice regarding the specific elements of the 
research, as well as their priority (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Therefore, this section showcases 
the structure of the research to answer most effectively the research question (Easterby-Smith, 
Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). 
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In order to answer the research question ‘How can fashion brands communicate their 
sustainable initiatives to different types of consumers?’, it was crucial to gain the 
understanding regarding consumers’ needs, as well as, about the process of creation and 
communication of the message. Hence, the research was more focused on the company’s 
perspective. Nevertheless, to create a message that is perceived positively, it was crucial to 
also unveil consumers’ expectations. That is why two main methods of empirical data 
collection have been chosen. 

Firstly, the literature introduces three types of fashion consumers. This division is based on 
their level of concern regarding sustainability. Moreover, since these consumers have 
different goals, needs and perspectives, it is crucial to communicate them differently. The 
literature provides great details regarding specific characteristics of each group. Nevertheless, 
it was important to find out whether the findings from the literature will be confirmed by 
consumers. Hence, the two focus groups of four participants and one of three have been 
conducted. In general, the aim was to understand consumers’ perspective of CSR 
communication, and unveil their needs and expectations regarding. The use of this method 
allows to observe people’s interactions and their reactions, which provides a depth of 
understanding (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). 

Secondly, in the next stage, the research was focused on the company’s perspective. Thus, 
how the message is established, which are the key message elements, and how to 
communicate it successfully. That is why the five semi-structured interviews with experts 
from the communication agencies have been conducted. They provided insights about 
communication experts’ experience, and histories. Additionally, due to the fact that 
interviewees had previously worked with various companies, the interviews produced diverse 
data regarding many different companies. Moreover, they took place after the focus groups, as 
it was important to ask the expert about the main findings, and about their thoughts, and 
perspective on it.  
 

Figure 3: Outline of the Research Process (own illustration) 
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3.4 Data Collection Method 

3.4.1 Focus Groups 

The focus groups were the first stage in the empirical data collection phase. Due to the nature 
of the research and three distinguished groups of consumers that were studied, a focus group 
was considered the most suitable method to gain an understanding regarding consumers’ 
perspective. Moreover, there is a concept of the so-called Group Effect connected to focus 
groups. It refers to its interactive part, and the possibility for participants to ask questions and 
explain things to each other. This effect can help to strengthen the quality of gathered 
responses. Furthermore, the main advantage of a focus group is that it offers a collection of 
views and a balance of various opinions (Carson, Gilmore, Perry & Gronhaug, 2001). This 
aspect was especially important for this research. 

In total three focus groups, one per each type of consumer, have been conducted. Before each 
of them, the participants were asked for consent to record the discussion (Bryman & Bell, 
2015). Furthermore, they were provided with information regarding the research and the 
structure of the discussion. Next, the focus groups started with the ice-breaking activities, 
which helped the participants to get to know each other a bit and to loosen the atmosphere 
(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). The discussions were structured based on the 
topic guide (see Appendix A). Hence, each focus group has started with more general 
questions, leaving the most sensitive ones to the end, and finishing with closing comments 
that were meant to make the respondents feel appreciated (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & 
Jackson, 2015). Throughout each discussion, the used language was rather informal in order 
to avoid creating a distance and to not frighten the participants with academic language 
(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015), which helped to create an environment for an 
open discussion.  

According to Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Jackson (2015), the quality of focus groups is 
tightly connected to the group dynamics, which highlights the importance of the moderator. 
This person makes sure that each participant can freely express him-/herself, and that 
possibility to speak up is distributed equally. For this study, one of the researchers was 
assigned to the role of the moderator and asked questions from the topic guide and kept to the 
schedule. While the other one was the assistant moderator, whose main task was to manage 
the structure of the discussion and keep it on the right path. Moreover, the low involvement of 
the researchers during the conversations, allowed the respondents to be more open and steer 
the discussions towards the directions that they found interesting. Thus, the focus groups were 
guided but not controlled (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015).  

The three focus groups took place on 23.04 (12:00-12:50), 26.04 (17:30-18:10), 28.04 (11:30-
12:10) via Zoom, and lasted from 35 to 45 minutes. Therefore, before the interviews with the 
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communication experts. The results of the discussions were primarily analysed and used as 
one of the topics during the interviews.   

3.4.1.1 Sampling of Focus Groups 
Before the data collection phase had begun, it was crucial to find the appropriate sample. 
Collecting data from the sample enables the researchers to make statements about a larger 
group than the original sample (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). According to 
Saunders, Thornhill and Lewis (2007), there are two types of sampling: probability and non-
probability techniques. When it comes to the focus groups, the latter has been chosen, 
explicitly the purposive sampling. It is when the researcher has a clear idea of what kind of 
sample is needed to match the purpose of the study (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 
2015; Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). 

Considering the fact that the research was focused on three types of consumers based on 
McNeill and Moore (2015), there was a need to find three separate consumer groups. For the 
detailed descriptions of each type, please refer to the Theoretical Framework (p. 20). The first 
sample had to represent the Sacrifice consumers, thus, the sustainable consumers that are 
willing to pay a lot for more sustainable variants. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the focus 
group had been planned to take place online. Hence, there were no criteria regarding the 
geographic location of the sample. That is why the search was conducted via Facebook. 
Moreover, gathering data through Facebook groups from strangers assured the data was 
unbiased. A post that included the description of the study and the desired sample was 
published in two groups regarding sustainability: ‘Sustainable Living’ (74,000 members), and 
‘Sustainable Living & Design’ (358,000 members). For the content of the post please refer to 
Appendix B. Six people responded to the post, from which four were asked to participate in 
the focus group. They were all selected based on the description of the Sacrifice consumers, 
and their availability. Eventually, three people participated in the focus group, as one had 
problems with the internet connection.  

The samples that represent the second group, the Social consumers, hence, the consumers that 
follow the crowd and trends, and the last group, the Self consumers, so the ones that are not 
sustainable-conscious, were searched using three platforms. Firstly, through ‘Style & 
Fashion’ Facebook group (425,000 members), where the post regarding the research and the 
description of the Social and Self consumers was posted. It provided the details about each 
type of consumer and asked whether the reader identified with any of them. Secondly, the 
same post was published on the LinkedIn accounts of the researchers. In total, ten people 
responded, from which eight ( four people per consumer type) were asked to participate in the 
focus groups. 

Due to the nature of the research, and the larger population that was targeted, the main aim 
was to create a diverse, unbiased and heterogeneous group of participants. This enabled a 
broad and active discussion with various opinions. That is why the researchers did not look 
for the participants within their network, as it could influence the diversity and lack of bias in 
the groups. Moreover, in order to ensure the diversity of views, they were not chosen based 
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on being consumers of a specific company. It ensured a variety of opinions and experiences. 
Nevertheless, looking for the participants outside the network made it more difficult to gather 
a representative sample. Additionally, with this approach it was more likely that people did 
not show up for the focus groups, which did happen during this research. However, eventually 
the discussions were incredibly informative and diverse, and resulted in many interesting 
findings. 

3.4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

The interview method was chosen, as it gives access to the information in a context that 
would have been difficult to get otherwise (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). 
Moreover, data gathered through interviews was considered reliable as well as relevant to 
proposed research questions (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). The main focus was to 
collect data straight from communication and branding experts and to understand how they 
approach creating these sustainable messages. As a result, communication agencies were 
chosen to gather data from a company’s perspective. Nevertheless, the data from the 
company's perspective could have been gathered directly from fashion companies. However, 
agencies have more experience with different types of companies as well as with different 
types of consumers. Some of these agencies were focused specifically on sustainability 
communication and branding, thus they gave valuable expertise to how different companies 
have done it. Therefore, they have also witnessed difficulties a company can face when trying 
to communicate its sustainable practices. Even though the goal was to explore sustainability 
communication in the fashion industry, the key activities remain similar regardless of the 
industry. Moreover, communication agencies act as a third party for the companies, thus the 
information from them has not been altered to fit any narrative a fashion company itself might 
like to have. The information gathered from agencies provides this study with valuable 
knowledge on how to create a message on sustainability that attracts different consumers. 
Therefore, communication agencies seemed to be an appropriate choice.  

Qualitative interviews can take three different approaches: structured interviews, semi-
structured interviews and unstructured or in-depth interviews (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 
2007). This paper uses a semi-structured approach. For this type of interview, researchers 
prepared themes and questions to conduct the interviews, however, these were not set in stone 
and varied depending on the respondent (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). This allowed 
the researchers of this study to have a naturally flowing conversation with the participants. 
Furthermore, they were able to ask additional questions depending on the respondents’ 
answers in order to get a more clear understanding. Using open-ended questions encouraged 
the respondents to speak about their own experiences with sustainability communication. 
Conducting semi-structured interviews after the focus group interviews gave the possibility to 
gain a better understanding of how and if companies take into consideration consumers’ 
expectations and whether they incorporate these into their communication campaigns.  
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Before conducting the interviews the topic guide (see Appendix C) was prepared with 
questions and topics the interviews needed to cover. It included opening questions, questions 
about the topic and closing questions (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). By 
following the topic guide, it was possible to gather information on topics such as 
sustainability, communication, consumers expectations, message content and choice of 
channel, all keeping in mind the fashion industry. Moreover, it provided a structure that 
helped to be more time-efficient and avoid unnecessary questions. Nevertheless, the questions 
and their order remained open-ended, considering the specific agency and their expertise. 
Additionally, as the interviews with agencies took place after the focus groups with 
consumers, it was possible to ask questions regarding the results, thus, the consumers’ needs 
and perspective.  

All of the interviewees were sent a list with questions prior to the interview to ensure they had 
enough time to think through their answers. Moreover, the respondents were asked to sign the 
consent form and for the consent to record the interviews. The audio recordings were later 
transcribed, sent to interviewees for approval and used in the analysis. The interviews were 
conducted remotely via Zoom between the 4th and 8th of May 2021. The main reason for that 
was the COVID19 pandemic. However, interviewing remotely was also more time and cost-
efficient. Moreover, it allowed to reach the respondents from different geographical locations 
that normally would not be possible. Furthermore, since the participants and the researchers 
are from different countries the interviews were conducted in English. On average the 
interviews lasted 25 to 45 minutes each. Additionally, for all of the interviews, both 
researchers were present. This allowed for one researcher to conduct the interview, while the 
other was able to take notes. Lastly, as mentioned before, all of the audio recordings of the 
interviews were later transcribed to get a better overview of the data. 

3.4.2.1 Sampling of Semi-Structured Interviews 
When it comes to the interviews, a non-probability sampling technique was used (Easterby-
Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). Moreover, similarly to the focus group interviews, 
purposive sampling was chosen.  

The sample was made up of communication agencies. These were chosen to gather data 
regarding a company’s perspective on CSR communication. The sample of agencies was a 
mix of firms that focus on sustainability communication and the ones which are not directly 
oriented on sustainability. It ensured that they have experience with both sustainable and not 
sustainable consumers, which is important as this paper is studying how brands can 
communicate their sustainable initiatives to different consumer types. This kind of sample 
gave a wider view of how experts in the field of communication work with sustainability 
communication strategies and campaigns. By understanding how they approach this helped to 
identify key elements in building a successful strategy for communicating sustainability. 

The sample of agencies was selected by searching for communication agencies that have 
experience in the fashion industry. The research for agencies was based on three criteria: 
operating in Europe or the United States, reputable clients and experience in the fashion 
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industry. Firstly, the location was narrowed down in order to have a sample of agencies that 
work in similar market conditions. Secondly, agencies with recognisable and reputable clients 
were chosen, since this gives credibility and reliability to the agency. Furthermore, if the 
agency had previously worked on a well-known communication or marketing campaign, it 
was considered as a plus. This gave a chance to ask specific questions regarding the 
campaign, further deepening the knowledge of consumer feedback. Lastly, experience and 
previous clients in the fashion industry were considered important requirements, as this shows 
the agency has industry-specific knowledge. Even though communication about sustainability 
can be similar irrespective of the industry, it is still crucial for the agencies to have knowledge 
of the fashion industry to make it feasible to study for this paper. As a result of the search for 
communication agencies, 57 companies were identified to fit the sample. The next step was to 
find the right contact person within the agencies. Employees working in communication, 
marketing and branding were considered. The contact information was found through 
agencies’ websites and LinkedIn profiles. Following that, these agencies were contacted 
through email or directly via LinkedIn. Eight agencies responded from where five agencies 
were chosen to interview. The chosen sample of experts gave a necessary overview of 
communicating sustainability and factors to consider in order to do it successfully. The list of 
interviewees can be found in Appendix D. 

3.5 Time Horizon 

According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007), in order to 
establish the research process, it is crucial to consider the time horizons. It helps to identify 
how the data is collected and to shape the time frame of the research (Saunders, Thornhill & 
Lewis, 2007). 

There are two main approaches to the time horizon. Firstly, the researcher can choose to 
conduct a research that is a “representation of events over a given period”, which is called the 
longitudinal time horizon, or that is just a “snapshot” taken at a particular time, which is a 
cross-sectional horizon (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). 

Due to the limited time frame that has been given for this project, the research can be 
described as a “snapshot” taken at a particular time. Moreover, it includes only one 
observation. Hence, the subject was not researched again in order to investigate whether the 
results might have changed over a specific period. Therefore, for this thesis, a cross-sectional 
approach was used. 
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3.6 Data Analysis 

The process of the analysis of the empirical data was considered to be one of the most time-
consuming phases of the research. It is due to the fact that the material was gathered from two 
data sources: three focus groups and five interviews. The overall analysis process was divided 
into two parts: findings and data analysis. These were kept separate in order to give the reader 
a clear overview of findings from different sources. Moreover, by keeping them separate it 
would make it easier for future researchers to compare the findings. 

The first stage of the analysis was connected to the focus groups. As it was mentioned before, 
the primary analysis of results has been performed prior to the interviews, to ask the experts 
about them. The empirical material collected during the focus groups was transcribed and 
initially sorted per type of consumers. Next, the data was cut and sorted using the line-by-line 
method, as it is considered to be the most suitable technique for large amounts of data 
(Bryman & Bell, 2015). The initial analysis of the material from the focus groups, combined 
with the literature regarding types of consumers, provided a solid base to establish questions 
regarding consumers that were then used during the interviews. 

During the second stage, the interviews were transcribed. Then the data was conditioned to 
the thematical sorting to make it more graspable. It helped to find the recurring elements and 
views (Rennstam & Wästerfors, 2018). Therefore, the starting point of the analysis process of 
the material from the interviews were seven initial themes – Sustainability in the Fashion 
Industry, Brand Identity (including Greenwashing and Attitude-Behaviour Gap), CSR 
Communication (including Strategies and Goals, Barriers, Message), Communication 
Channels, and in general the Consumers. They determined the criteria for the selection of 
relevant empirical data (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). Furthermore, the more 
thorough analysis of the material from the focus groups has also been started by using the 
similar themes as for the interviews with the experts. These were: Attitude towards 
sustainability and fashion, Expectations and Needs, Communication, and Communication 
Channels. The findings per each consumer type were separated to ensure that each group is 
analysed separately. Additionally, the predefined themes have helped to assure the 
consistency in the data analysis process.  

The first sorting occurred digitally using NVivo. It was initially done separately for the data 
from focus groups and interviews. The parts from the transcriptions that did not fit into any 
theme were excluded. The remaining quotes were categorised into previously mentioned 
themes. Additionally, the several rounds of sorting were performed in order to improve the 
categorisation. Taking time to get to know the material allows to create detailed structure of 
the empirical content, which helps to achieve clarity and stability of the research (Rennstam 
& Wästerfors, 2018). 

The next stage was conceptualisation. It was also a step during, which data from both 
interviews and focus groups were combined. Moreover, the conceptualisation was done by 
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looking for patterns among the codes by identifying the similarities, differences, and how they 
affect each other (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). Finally, once the most 
significant codes have been established, the focused re-coding has been performed by coding 
and re-coding large amounts of data with a limited number of more detailed codes, to define 
the essential codes (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). In the end, all the themes were 
identified with the codes assigned to each of them, which create a clear picture of the findings 
from the empirical data. In total, seven themes were identified: Brand, Authenticity & 
Transparency, Social Media & Importance of Physical Stores, Needs, Added Value, 
Education, and Consumers.  

3.7 Validity and Reliability 

To assure the quality of the research, a level of relevance and credibility needs to be achieved 
(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). However, these characteristics are only applicable 
to measure the quality of quantitative research (Kvale, 1994; Bryman & Bell, 2007). Even 
though qualitative research has been argued to not be scientific enough and lacks the ability to 
make generalizations (Kvale, 1994), there are still ways to measure the quality of the research. 
Guba and Lincoln (1994) introduce two criteria to measure the quality of a qualitative study: 
trustworthiness and authenticity. Trustworthiness is made up of four criteria: credibility, 
transferability, dependability and conformability (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 

Credibility is concerned with how plausible and acceptable the findings of this paper are 
(Bryman & Bell, 2007). There are two techniques that show credibility: triangulation and 
respondent validation. For this paper, credibility is shown through triangulation. This is when 
data is gathered in multiple ways through multiple sources in order to increase the accuracy 
(ed. Flick, Kardorff & Steinke, 2004). Credibility was established by gathering data through 
semi-structured interviews from five communication agencies and from three focus-group 
interviews. Moreover, triangulation comprises also the use of different perspectives 
(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2015). Hence, the data was gathered from both the 
company’s and consumer’s point of view, giving this study even more credibility. 

Transferability refers to characteristics that show to what extent the findings can be adapted 
in different contexts (Bryman & Bell, 2007). As qualitative studies are often unique in their 
contexts, Geertz (1973) introduces the creation of thick description, in order to establish 
transferability. Thick description is about providing a detailed database for the readers in 
order to let them make the decision whether it is possible to transfer the finding into another 
time, population or situation (Bryman & Bell, 2007). To do that the paper is provided with 
detailed descriptions of choice of method and data collection processes. The researchers 
provided reasoning why this data was relevant in order to answer the research question. As a 
result, this aims to give the reader a clear understanding of the whole research process. 
Nevertheless, the choice of the sample for communication agencies could decrease the 
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transferability of the study. The agencies were mostly based in Europe and one in the United 
States, thus, these findings might not be applicable in other parts of the world. However, 
many of those agencies are global firms, which have experience with companies all over the 
world. 

Dependability of the research shows whether the findings are consistent and if they could be 
repeated at another time (Guba & Lincoln 1994). To ensure dependability, an auditing 
approach was taken. That means detailed records about each process of the study were saved 
and made accessible, such as selection of samples, interview transcripts and data analysis 
(Bryman & Bell, 2007). Chapter 3 provides a transparent overview of the research process, 
while chapter 4 gives a detailed description of the analysis process. Moreover, transcripts of 
the interviews were saved and can be made accessible by request. However, it is important to 
note, that as sustainability in the fashion industry is a growing trend, consumers can adapt to 
these changes fairly quickly and therefore change their opinions. Nevertheless, the researchers 
have done everything in order to ensure dependability.  

Confirmability shows researchers’ objectivity towards the findings (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 
This means, for this study, the researchers have acted in good faith without allowing their 
personal values to interfere with the research and its findings. To ensure confirmability, the 
interviews were conducted without asking any leading questions in order to avoid reflecting 
researchers' own beliefs onto participants. Moreover, this study uses the investigator 
triangulation method, which means more than one researcher was involved in the data 
analysis process in order to analyse data from several perspectives (ed. Flick, Kardorff & 
Steinke, 2004). This study was conducted by two researchers, who at first looked at the data 
separately and then discussed and compared the findings together in order to develop a 
broader understanding of the data. 

The second criterion is authenticity (Guba & Lincoln 1994). It is is about the fairness and 
wider impact of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2007). In other words, it is about ensuring that the 
findings represent different viewpoints of the social setting of the study. However, the 
emphasis on the wider impact of the study has been found controversial. To provide fairness, 
both consumer and company’s perspectives were covered by having done interviews with 
communication agencies and consumers of fashion companies. All of the participants were 
given equal opportunity to express their opinions.  

Ethical Considerations are mainly about the privacy of participants and morality of the 
findings (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2007). To ensure privacy, all the personal information 
of the participants is protected and not published, providing them anonymity and 
confidentiality. Moreover, participants have been informed about the background and purpose 
of the study, giving them the necessary details to make a decision to participate. As 
mentioned before, the interviewees were asked for consent to be recorded as well as signed a 
consent form agreeing to take part of the study. By taking these steps, the participants can be 
sure their personal information is safe and the answers they provided during interviews are 
not misused. 
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4 Findings 

This chapter presents the main findings based on the empirical data. It is divided into two 
main sections: Consumers’ view, which discusses the findings from the focus groups, and 
Practitioners' view that covers findings from the interviews with the experts. The structure 
within each section is guided by main concepts that emerged from the literature review. 
Moreover, due to the large volume of empirical data collected, the analysis of findings is 
presented separately in Chapter 5 of this thesis.  

4.1 Consumers’ view 

4.1.1 Social Consumers 

Attitude towards sustainability and fashion 
The participants view sustainability in the fashion industry as something that is connected to 
multiple aspects such as materials, working conditions, transparency of supply chain, 
production process, durability, and quality of clothing. Furthermore, they perceived 
sustainable clothing as rather expensive, and that it lacks choice. Additionally, some 
participants highlighted that it used to be much easier to make a sustainable choice, as 
nowadays, there is much more information and awareness regarding sustainability, which 
makes it harder for consumers. Moreover, when asked about their assessment of the current 
situation of sustainability in fashion, they have all noticed certain improvements in this 
matter. However, the participants perceived it rather negatively. They see it as a complicated 
issue, as it is unclear what is really sustainable, which is mainly due to the lack of 
transparency and greenwashing. 

“There's more sustainable choices, but also a lot of companies are abusing the 
concept of sustainability and greenwashing. I think it's like very, very unclear what the 
state really is” (Participant 4, Focus Group - Social Consumers) 

However, some participants acknowledged that it is better to buy something that is only 
partially sustainable then something that is not sustainable at all. Especially, if somebody has 
a limited budget e.g. as a student. That is also why one of the participants mentioned that the 
industry should try to make sustainable clothing available for everyone. 
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Expectations and Needs 
When presented with a description of Social consumers, the contributors partially agreed with 
it. Nevertheless, they said that they depend on the opinions of others but it does not affect 
everything they do:  

“I don't also need the approval of my surrounding people. But then again, if I have it, 
that's good.” (Participant 5, Focus Group – Social Consumers) 

 “Yeah, I agree. You don't need it, but still, it kind of makes you feel better in the end.” 
(Participant 4, Focus Group – Social Consumers) 

The participants saw others and their behaviours more as a motivation. For example, if 
somebody puts a lot of effort into sustainable behaviour, they feel inspired to be more 
sustainable themselves. 

Moreover, when it comes to the expectations, the Social consumers from the focus group look 
for transparency and honesty: “No brand is really perfect, but I think it's important to be 
transparent and not lie about anything, or brainwash, or whatever.” (Participant 4, Focus 
Group – Social Consumers). Hence, they want to have access to information regarding the 
company’s initiative on the website. Furthermore, most of the participants highlighted the 
importance of price. However, they acknowledged that it might be due to the fact that they 
were students. Nevertheless, they expect the highest quality and the balance between price 
and quality.  

Additionally, the participants admitted that they valued brands that at least try to pursue some 
sustainable initiatives, as they think:  

“(…) it's like better than nothing. Because, if you get the choice between I don’t know, 
H&M that was doing something, probably not out of like… for many reasons and not 
for the consumers, but it's still something. And if you got in comparison brand that is 
doing absolutely nothing, I would still more choose the brand is doing something.” 
(Participant 4, Focus Group – Social Consumers).  

One participant mentioned that she believed that only big companies can make real change in 
the world, as they can introduce sustainability to many people. 

Communication 
One concept connected to sustainability that was often mentioned by the participants was the 
phenomenon of greenwashing. In order to evaluate a company's messages and avoid 
greenwashing, the participants “investigate the brands” (Participant 6, Focus Group – Social 
Consumers) and their actions using Google and the website called Good on You, where they 
can find information regarding how green a brand really is. Moreover, some participants 
admitted that they also checked the companies’ goals and how concrete they are, as they 
perceive vague facts, as a hint that it might be greenwashing. 
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When it comes to the type of message that Social consumers expect from the companies it is 
tightly connected to honesty and clarity. “(…)I think it's important to communicate, oh, ‘we're 
not the perfect, sustainable brand, but we’re making these steps’”. (Participant 4, Focus 
Group – Social Consumers) 

The participants require fact-based communication, based on credible sources. Furthermore, 
they said that they appreciated when companies admit that there is room for improvement: 

“(…)’we're not perfect yet, like nobody is really perfect but we are trying and we're 
like working on this’. So I thought that was also like, that makes the brand more like, 
sympathetic”. (Participant 3, Focus Group – Social Consumers). 

Moreover, the participants mentioned several elements that they would like to see in the 
messages from the fashion brands. The first one is the price. However, as it was mentioned 
before, the participants highlighted the fact that they were students. Hence, they are more 
price-sensitive. In general, they are willing to pay a bit more for a justified price. 
Nevertheless, it needs to be explained why this specific product is worth this kind of money. 
Hence, its added value. Additionally, the participants admitted that they would not buy 
inexpensive clothing because it would be suspicious. Secondly, they want to know whether 
the item is truly sustainable. Finally, all of the participants said that they would appreciate 
clearer sizing and more diversity in the way the products are presented on the models.  

“(...)having models of like different body types. So not only like the 175 centimeters, 
size 36, but maybe also, somebody who has like a size 40 or 44, or something like that, 
that would also be nice(…)” (Participant 3, Focus Group – Social Consumers). 

Communication Channels 
When participants were presented with the information regarding the preferred 
communication channels for the Social consumers according to the literature, they all agreed 
with it. Nevertheless, they admitted the crucial role of social media and influencers. When it 
comes to social media, the participants mentioned Instagram, as the main source of 
information regarding companies’ projects. Additionally, this platform is the place where they 
find their inspirations from friends and influencers. Two participants also mentioned 
YouTube and the YouTubes as a source of knowledge regarding sustainable brands. Finally, 
they admitted that they fully trust influencers and their judgment due to the fact that they have 
more knowledge, and that they are honest, as they usually reflect on past selves. 

“And if they say that something is good, I'm, like, sustainable or whatever, then I have 
no reason to question it. Because they're honest with the viewers. Like, that's the 
biggest thing with me. They always always, like, reflect on their past selves, and 
mistakes they have made on the story and this makes it like, I can relate to that.” 
(Participant 5, Focus Group – Social Consumers). 
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4.1.2 Sacrifice Consumers 

Attitude towards sustainability and fashion 
The participants who related the most to the Sacrifice consumer type agreed that sustainability 
in the fashion industry has to do with economical, ecological and social aspects. Moreover, 
they agreed that when talking about it within the fashion industry all steps of the supply chain 
had to be considered, such as working conditions, design and production waste. Additionally, 
all participants emphasised that sustainability to them means buying timeless and classical 
pieces that you could wear for a long time. 

When asked about the current situation in the fashion industry regarding sustainability, the 
participants found that it is going in a more positive direction, since the number of startups 
and small companies to tackle the problem has been increasing. Moreover, one participant 
said she felt the awareness around sustainability in the fashion industry had increased: “I think 
that in the last few years, and especially during corona, the awareness has increased, and 
many people tried to buy less or buy secondhand or buy sustainable clothes.” (Participant 3, 
Focus Group - Sacrifice Consumers). However, the overall situation is still perceived 
negatively by them. Additionally, one participant acknowledged that the fashion industry 
could never be fully sustainable. “I think overall, the fashion industry never can be 
sustainable, because it just can't, making textiles is so wasteful.” (Participant 4, Focus Group - 
Sacrifice Consumers). 

Expectations and Needs 
The sacrifice consumer type is really pro-social, open to change and willing to pay more for 
sustainable products. All of the participants identified with this description and agreed with it. 
However, one participant mentioned that she could not fully commit to sustainable brands as 
she was a student. However, she still chooses to purchase clothes in a sustainable way and 
prefers to shop from second hand stores. 

Furthermore, they all value quality and long-lasting items the most. One participant brought 
up how clothes from previous generations have lasted longer. Other participants agreed to 
that, saying they also wear clothes from their parents. In addition to quality, one participant 
mentioned that for her it is important to dress according to her own values: “I really care 
about my values, and I want to dress according to that, so I want to buy sustainable things.” 
(Participant 4, Focus Group - Sacrifice Consumers). Moreover, they found that brands they 
have decided to purchase from should have the same values as their own. One participant also 
said that for them it is important to look at how many collections the brand releases within a 
year. If it was one collection per season they would find it suspicious. On the other hand, 
another participant mentioned that four collections per year was still acceptable for her. 
Furthermore, two participants mentioned the importance of different sustainable labels the 
products could have. However, one respondent emphasised that all of these labels could not 
be easily trusted: “But in the end, I think it's really difficult to go the entire chain and only 
rely on one lable, I don't really trust all of the labels (...).” (Participant 4, Focus Group - 
Sacrifice Consumers). 
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Communication 
The most important things they needed to see from a brand were “(..) that they promote 
transparency, that they talk about where it's produced and what kind of material.” 
(Participant 3, Focus Group - Sacrifice Consumers). These consumers really prefer to have 
engagement about transparency, where brands talk about their suppliers and how products are 
produced. Moreover, they prefer brands who produce locally, and as all of the participants 
were from Europe this was their preferred choice. Additionally, the participants found 
messages about used materials the most appealing to them. Furthermore, some of them 
mentioned they liked to have messages that are educational for them: “I really enjoy when 
there's a little bit of education in there.” (Participant 3, Focus Group - Sacrifice Consumers). 

When asked about how they evaluate whether a brand is greenwashing, all the participants 
agreed that transparency was the key. It is important for them to see information about 
production on the brand’s website. Nevertheless, all of the participants had their own ways of 
how they evaluated whether a brand is greenwashing. Key factors they look for are: the 
amount of sales, materials, price, consistency and amount of collections per year. One 
participant said that if the price is low, she is sure the product was not made in a sustainable 
way. Furthermore, the high amount of sales and collections is perceived as greenwashing. 
They looked for consistency in information, as this showed if a brand was authentic or not. 
Moreover, one participant said she is reading reports and always looks for keywords to make 
sure whether a brand is greenwashing its activities. 

Communication Channels 
Participants were presented information about what are the most common communication 
channels for the sacrifice type according to the literature – company websites and CSR 
reports. All of the participants agreed that these were the most used channels where they got 
their information about brands. Nevertheless, participants also mentioned that they 
additionally got their information from social media, by seeing how a brand represents itself. 
However, one participant said that they do not follow fashion brands on social media that 
much, because they do not wish to be influenced. Additionally, one participant mentioned 
their preferred channel is listening to podcasts: “I also sometimes checkout brands when I 
hear them talked about on podcasts, for example. So podcast is for me the new channel for 
everything.” (Participant 4, Focus Group - Sacrifice Consumers). However, when asked about 
the effect social media influencers have on their decision making, they agreed they did not 
trust them. One participant said, when an influencer promotes something to be sustainable, 
they would still do a background search for the company. Moreover, some participants 
mentioned that smaller sustainable brands often do not have budgets for using influencer 
marketing, therefore, thus they tend not to trust them.' 
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4.1.3 Self Consumers 

Attitude towards sustainability and fashion 
In general, the participants perceive sustainability as “the way of living to leave as small of a 
footprint as you can” (Participant 3 - Focus Group – Self Consumers), a movement connected 
to preservation of biodiversity. Nevertheless, they also noticed its more social and economic 
parts and for most of them it was the most important aspect of sustainability:  

“(…)it's also not only about the ecological footprint that we have, but also the social 
and economical as well, that our needs that we have as human beings also meet the 
needs of the for example, the economy and also social aspects in life” (Participant 4 - 
Focus Group – Self Consumers).  

“But I also think it's very important with social sustainability, that we know that when 
I purchase something, I know that this is kind of ethically created, that I know that it's 
not child labor. That is the most important sustainability aspect for me.” (Participant 5 
- Focus Group – Self Consumers). 

When it comes to sustainability in the fashion industry, some participants admitted that they 
are not sure what it actually means, as there is no clear definition. Moreover, they said that 
sustainability in this market varies greatly per company and depends where we would look, as 
high-end fashion is perceived as more sustainable. However, they saw sustainability as an 
increasingly trendy topic for fashion companies that try to highlight their sustainable and 
environmentally friendly projects but the participants said that there was lack of transparency 
for most of the companies, as they did not see a lot of details regarding what had been done. 
Hence, it is seen as a trick to get more profit.  

Furthermore, one participant mentioned that he sees sustainability, as a way to sell more 
products but also to help consumers feel better about themselves: 

“But at the end, I think that some people don't don't care that much. They just buy it 
just because it sounds nice and you feel better about yourself maybe in a way, but at 
the end it's not as an important factor when buying fashion, clothes” (Participant 4 - 
Focus Group – Self Consumers).  

Expectations and Needs 
The participants agreed with a description of the Self consumers provided by the literature. 
They especially highlighted the search for added value and price sensitivity, as key factors. 
Each of them has a set of needs and factors that they consider while making a purchase and 
they are more important than its sustainable aspect: “The sustainable factor won't trigger 
purchase in me. So I would choose the one that actually brings me more value.” (Participant 6 
- Focus Group – Self Consumers).  
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“So I think it's not that sustainability is not important (..), but it's just not the factor 
what we look into especially when it comes to fashion and clothing as well. For me, I 
look if I like it, and if it looks good. And that's important for me, the other aspects are 
not really important.” (Participant 4 - Focus Group – Self Consumers). 

For some it was quality, materials, and for others it was style. However, none of them 
considered sustainability as an important factor. It is seen just as a bonus: “(…) but I don't 
really care that it's sustainable to be honest, because I do it because it's better for me.” 
(Participant 5 - Focus Group – Self Consumers). 

When asked about what would convince them to buy from a sustainable brand, the 
participants said that they would purchase green products only if they fit their needs (material, 
quality, style wise), and would not be much more expensive than a non-sustainable option. 
Nevertheless, they admitted that they would not buy an item because it was sustainable but 
due to the fact that it fit their needs and expectations. Moreover, one participant said that he 
would be convinced to buy something more sustainable if a brand would be very transparent 
and have a big, global project connected to sustainability that he would be passionate about. 
Lastly, another participant mentioned that she would be more inclined to purchase something 
sustainable if her favourite brand starts to offer these kinds of clothing. She said it is because 
she had trust in that brand and she knew it would fit her expectations.  

Communication 
When it comes to the communication, the participants look for attractive visuals that catch 
attention. They want to know what a brand is currently doing or how clothes look on other 
people. Moreover, they highlighted the importance of visual messages, as they find them 
more appealing and engaging. The participants also look for a communication that will 
immediately catch their attention in a creative and interesting way:  

“(…) if I don't find it attractive in the first few seconds, I kind of disregard it right 
away unless I'm really looking for something specific.” (Participant 4 - Focus Group – 
Self Consumers).  

“I think visual is very important. Because if they send me a newsletter, oh that is what 
they're doing for sustainability. I won't read it, I will delete the email right away. But 
if it's something like a quick 10 second video or so on Instagram, then I will look at it. 
And if it's interesting, I will look into it more.” (Participant 4 - Focus Group – Self 
Consumers). 

Furthermore, after the visual message attracts the consumers, the participants said that later 
the communication should provide information regarding a product and what is its added 
value. Additionally, one participant mentioned that it is crucial to find a balance between 
visuals, inspirations, sustainability, and quality content.  
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Moreover, the key message elements that the Self consumers from the focus group want to 
see are: quality, influencers, lifestyle, brand concept, heritage and history, people behind a 
brand, and a company culture. One of the examples was Donatella Versace: 

“(…) what I find interesting is always like, what the people on the top in those brands 
are, for example CEO. For example, Versace always has Donatella her face 
somewhere. And I find that interesting, because then it's like, you see that it's not only 
a company, but it's a whole brand of all family connections and traditions. And the 
history part of it is interesting to see, how they developed from years to years, and 
how they change and look in the future as well.” (Participant 4 - Focus Group – Self 
Consumers). 

When asked about greenwashing, they admitted that they did not really know what it is. That 
is also why they have not really noticed it. The participants said that in general, they believed 
the companies they purchase from.  

“(…) for me, it's it's very unfamiliar and I I suspect the companies do it but I feel that 
(…) they think it triggers purchase but for me at least I have never noticed that and 
this hasn't been the reason to purchase. Even if they do it, it's not very effective on 
consumers like me.” (Participant 6 - Focus Group – Self Consumers). 

Communication Channels 
The participants strongly prefer visual advertising. Thus, they said that social media is the 
best channel to reach them, especially, Instagram. However, they appreciate all kinds of 
visual communication such as billboards, bus stop ads, shop windows etc, and find it the most 
compelling:  

“(…) if I see something nice in a window or so then I will go into it and look (…) but 
that's how I usually buy my clothes. I don't think if I want this or this unless I really 
need it, I just go walk around and if there's something I like that and go in and check it 
and I most probably will buy it. But it's the visual part I think that easily attracts me 
and then it fits me then I will I will go for it.” (Participant 4 - Focus Group – Self 
Consumers). 

All of the participants said that they usually made a purchase by just seeing something in a 
shop or shopping window. They also tend to buy clothes offline. Hence, the visual aspect of 
the communication is crucial to reach these consumers. Moreover, the participants treat social 
media as a source of inspiration, not a place to make a purchase.  

“I might mention social media but I don't know how much it has actually affected me 
because I might click and scroll around but I'm actually never buying online and I'm 
not shopping for fun that much and if I want to do it then just going to thrift shops but 
if I go to some bigger and main shops then I would just look around and buy 
something on sale.” (Participant 3 - Focus Group – Self Consumers). 
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Finally, when asked about influencers, they said that they did not think that they were easily 
influenced. Nevertheless, they might be influenced by influencers who they identify with. 
Hence, the ones with a similar way of living, needs, and lifestyle. However, in general they 
said that they would never buy a product that had been promoted by influencers, as they know 
it was sponsored. But if they know that some recommendation is genuine then they might 
consider it. 

4.2 Practitioners' view 

Sustainability in the Fashion Industry 
All of the experts view sustainability in the fashion industry as a rapidly growing trend that is 
going to completely change the market, since it is unstoppable “There’s no way back, this 
trend is going to be stronger and stronger” (Interviewee 1). In general, sustainability is 
currently one of the most popular selling points. As for its origins, the practitioners see this 
trend as a consumer-driven phenomenon. Due to the “looming (…) threat of climate change” 
(Interviewee 1), the policymakers are working on more sustainable solutions. These changes 
in policies are being noticed by society that is also trying to change. Nevertheless, all of the 
experts view young generations, such as Generation Z and Millennials, as the key change-
makers: “(…)these generations are the driving [force] behind, behind this trend and the 
driving force of it.” (Interviewee 1) 

They want to be more sustainable and brands’ values and their purposes are crucial for them. 
According to some interviewees, consumers are well informed, especially after the Rana 
Plaza factory tragedy, and controversies around burning clothes and working conditions that 
occur in the fashion industry. Thus, they expect changes from fashion brands. One 
interviewee admitted that consumers have a certain power over brands. Hence, the companies 
should carefully listen to their audience: “(…) I feel like it's important to just listen, people in 
the capitalistic system, they vote with their money, right? So I think it's super important to see 
how the trend is going.” (Interviewee 2) 

The practitioners were also asked about two phenomena connected to the fashion industry that 
had been mentioned in the literature and by the consumers during the focus groups: 

Greenwashing 
According to the experts, the brands are accused of greenwashing when they make it look like 
they care about sustainability. Nevertheless, it is only a marketing strategy that is meant to 
attract more clients and bring profit. Nowadays, consumers have an access to “abundance of 
information” (Interviewee 1), hence, it is easy for them to spot greenwashing: "So I think we 
as customers know that it's not a quick fix. And if it looks like a quick fix, there's something 
wrong, then you don't believe it anyway.” (Interviewee 3) 
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That is why all the practitioners view authenticity, as a crucial part of any brand that does not 
want to be accused of greenwashing or making false claims. Consumers expect from the 
company honesty and authenticity that is based on real actions and plans. According to two 
interviewees, consumers prefer brands that openly admit that they are not 100% sustainable. 
However, they are trying and working on it. Furthermore, they will quickly spot brands that 
are not completely honest and authentic:  

“They might not be sustainable in everything they do, then be honest about it and say: 
‘we are 10% right now, but we aim to go 80%’. They should do that instead of saying 
‘we are 80%’ and not being it because it will be, I mean, that won't hold for long.” 
(Interviewee 3) 

Another important piece of advice on how to avoid greenwashing is to move from talking and 
bragging about sustainable initiatives to enabling and helping consumers to act sustainably. 
Brands should provide them with the right choice and option to do it.  

“Because I think the problem about greenwashing is that you put on that hero cape. 
Whereas if we actually just go out there and say: ‘change is difficult, and it's a two-
way street, if you want to change, we want to change, we give you the options, we 
want to encourage you, we want to nudge you to do to get through right choices’. I 
don't think people will have the same problem with being accused of greenwashing.” 
(Interviewee 4) 

In order to do so, it is important to first try to understand where consumers are heading, and 
have a clear purpose and vision. The sustainable part of a brand needs to be change- and 
consumer-driven and not profit-driven. Moreover, it has to be a crucial element of the 
company’s strategy.  

Finally, transparency has been mentioned as one of the most important factors when it comes 
to preventing greenwashing, which is also connected to honesty. However, one of the experts 
said that transparency was a rather vague term and he was more leaning towards simplicity. It 
is due to the fact that transparency is not necessarily simple, nor actionable. In order to make 
sure that the message is clear and there is no communication barrier, it is crucial to translate it 
so that it is simple and actionable. Hence, transparency needs to go along with simplicity.  

Attitude-behaviour Gap 
The next phenomenon connected to the fashion industry and sustainability is the attitude-
behaviour gap. According to the practitioners, the main cause of it is that most of the 
consumers priorities price, delivery and free return over sustainability, as they “want to be 
sustainable but convenience comes first” (Interviewee 1). Convenience plays an important 
role in the creation of the attitude-behaviour gap, as for example, many brands are available 
only online. Nevertheless, consumers want accessibility, and want to feel the fabrics and 
appreciate the quality. Thus, companies should think about how to make their products more 
convenient and closer to the regular consumers’ budgets. Moreover, some experts have 
mentioned education as the way to avoid the attitude-behaviour gap. Consumers might not be 
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fully ready to be sustainable, as it is not easy, nor convenient. Hence, companies should 
educate them regarding the importance of being greener and provide them with tools to 
become more sustainable. Both consumers and brands should cooperate and start with small 
steps that eventually turn into systematic sustainable-conscious attitude and behaviour: “Small 
steps, small changes in daily habits, small changes in business practices, I think that this is 
the way to go, gradual evolution, not revolution.”( Interviewee 1) 

Furthermore, one interviewee suggested that the attitude-behaviour gap should be tackled 
through communication. That is because usually it is a matter of choice between paying a 
higher price for higher quality, sustainable clothing, or settling for a non-sustainable item that 
is also cheaper. Therefore, it is important to communicate and educate consumers. They 
should know that they do not need to follow all the trends and can buy less, better quality 
clothing that is sustainable and will last longer: 

“But, I think it is more important to communicate how people do not need so many 
(…). Or as a fashion brand to communicate that all you need are some basic items 
and you will be fine. You don’t have to jump on every trend that comes. To focus more 
on lasting clothes.” (Interviewee 5) 

Brand Identity 
The experts view brand identity as something that should start from clearly defining the 
brand’s vision, values, purpose, target group, goals, and philosophy. Factors such as price, 
quality and convenience compared to the company's competitors should be also considered. In 
general, the company needs to ask itself the “why” question and try to understand what the 
brand is about. Moreover, the practitioners see values and goals as the most important starting 
points. They should be timeless, clear and easy to communicate. The company should later 
“(…) try to do everything according to these goals.” (Interviewee 1). Additionally, these 
goals and values should be understood and shared by all the employees and departments: 
“The brand itself and its employees must know what the brand stands for and why it is the 
brand it is.” (Interviewee 5) 

Furthermore, a brand is nothing without its consumers. That is why when establishing a brand 
identity, a company needs to first invest a significant amount of time into gaining the 
understanding regarding their target group, what connects the brand with them, and what are 
their desires. For example, one of the interviewees said that younger generations are looking 
for brands that have a purpose that goes beyond making profit:  

“(…)the research shows that (…) especially young people, same Generation Z and 
millennials, they are looking for purpose driven brands. So (…) these generations are 
looking for brands not only to sell them stuff, but to do good things while selling that 
stuff.” (Interviewee 1) 

Nowadays, being simply sustainable is not enough, as consumers look for authentic stories. 
Hence, the experts highlighted again the importance of transparency, and authenticity. Brand 
needs to have a bigger purpose than just to earn money. It needs to evolve over time together 
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with its consumers. The companies have the power to change our behaviour and make more 
sustainable choices. Thus, they should use it to make a real, positive change. That is what one 
of the experts called a “transformational difference”. Currently, it is less about showing off 
and having a higher purpose. Now, it is important to try to make a real change and have a 
clear vision on how to do it: “(…)today I would say is kind of transformational difference. So 
it's really much more about the difference that the brand can create in your life.” (Interviewee 
4) 

CSR Communication 
As sustainability in the fashion industry has been an increasing trend, the experts agree that 
communicating it has also been on the rise. Moreover, some of them pointed out that 
companies who are not doing it, will have a problem in the future. Furthermore, one 
interviewee explained that new emerging brands that have sustainability in the core, already 
have a better position in the marketplace regarding sustainability: “Some of the newer 
upcomers, have a better position there because they start out challenging that from the 
beginning.” (Interviewee 3) 

In order to start working with a new brand it is important to know more information about the 
brand, such as: brand identity (values, personality), target groups, vision and their 
competitors. Three of the experts mentioned that when working on a communication strategy 
for a new brand, it is crucial to understand what the brand wanted to achieve with it. To start 
working with a new brand, practitioners wanted to know as much as possible about the brand, 
who they are and how they are operating. One interviewee pointed out that for him it is 
important to work with different departments of the company, in order to have a clear 
understanding of how the company operates. This helps to avoid miscommunication with 
consumers. Furthermore, one practitioner said that she is only working with brands she could 
trust. Therefore, she makes sure that she has all the information about the supply chain and 
materials in order to understand whether it is a truly sustainable company. The honesty and 
trust between the communication agency and fashion brand are of high importance: “I want to 
have a very honest way of doing business. So I only work with honest people.” (Interviewee 2) 

Strategies and Goals 
When asked whether there are any specific strategies for communicating sustainability the 
answer was that it depended on different factors. One practitioner said that they always take it 
case by case, and there is no certain blueprint that they would always use. However, another 
expert mentioned there are three main strategies they mostly use when it comes to 
communicating sustainable initiatives – story branding, story scaping and challenger 
branding. They are all focused on telling the story and the purpose of the brand and brands 
wanting to change something. Furthermore, companies should look at consumers as heroes of 
the story, not themselves, since consumers are the ones who want to be more sustainable. 
Brands should be seen as a resource for consumers in order to be more sustainable. 
Nevertheless, two interviewees said that classical communication principles apply for 
communication about sustainability as well. 
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“… it needs to be simple, it needs to be emotional, needs to be actionable, it's actually 
really not that difficult, which is kind of laughable when you see how many people 
does mistakes in their space.” (Interviewee 4) 

Moreover, the strategies brands use to communicate their sustainable initiatives vary 
depending on their end goals. 

“So the common goal, I guess, could be that it should be possible to combine selling 
fashion and still be sustainable somehow.” (Interviewee 3) 

However, since fashion companies are still a business, their main goal is to get sales. One 
interviewee said that it is rather expensive to make the supply chain fully sustainable, and 
when a company has done it they see it as an unique selling point for them and want to 
communicate it.  

Barriers 
There are several barriers for communicating CSR that were mentioned by the experts, such 
as the higher pricing of sustainable garments and their actions being perceived as 
greenwashing. Even though sustainability has become more trendy, the general public is still 
not that invested in the topic. Thus, the higher price tag often puts people off. Moreover, 
consumers do not believe everything they see, hence, they are used to doubting what 
companies say they are doing. Therefore, as mentioned earlier, companies’ actions being 
interpreted as greenwashing is a big struggle for many. Furthermore, the fashion industry is 
focused on the latest trends, and the same goes for the innovation within the industry. 
Sustainable innovations are moving fast, and if brands cannot keep up with them, it could be 
seen as a barrier. However, one interviewee mentioned that sustainability has already become 
mainstream, which means it is harder for brands to stand out with their sustainable initiatives: 
“But I think sustainability now is also a status quo. So so it is getting really hard to to stand 
out within that crowd.” (Interviewee 3). 

Media and people often do not care about sustainable projects, unless it is something big and 
people see it makes a difference, such as a company going carbon neutral. This shows it is not 
enough to just be sustainable in order to have a competitive advantage. 

Message 
The message content depends on what companies want to communicate. When it comes to 
communicating CSR, they need to say how consumers or the society would benefit from it. 
Moreover, the experts emphasised the importance of showing the consumers the added value 
of the potential sustainable purchase. People want to see what are the additional benefits of 
buying sustainable garments. That is because consumers prefer values that are immediate and 
practical. Therefore, they are more likely to purchase sustainable clothes with a practical 
function. Additionally, one interviewee pointed out that according to his research 29,4% of 
campaigns that motivate consumers work better, rather than the ones that talk about their own 
accomplishments. Thus, communication campaigns focused on motivating people are likely 
to have more positive feedback. Furthermore, consumers have a need to rationalise their 
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purchases, especially when it comes to more expensive purchases. That is why once they see 
the added value, it is easier to rationalise the purchase.  

“The beauty of human being is that we know how to rationalise. And we're very good 
at it. So, do you want an iPhone? You will buy an iPhone. You'll find and find 10 
reasons buy it” (Interview 1) 

Additionally, when a brand is communicating their sustainable initiatives it is important to let 
the consumers know why they are doing that. For example, when they are supporting a social 
movement, they need to show the reason why they chose this project or perhaps how it is 
connected to their business, as it adds credibility and authenticity to it. 

The majority of the experts said that the message should be adjusted to different types of 
consumers. For example, highly sustainable consumers might not need that much persuading 
as would other types. Furthermore, some people might care more about fashion than highly 
sustainable consumers, thus messages with visuals of clothes are of higher importance to 
them. One interviewee pointed out that digital innovations have made adjusting 
communication to different target groups easier. Nevertheless, another expert mentioned that 
the message should be the same for everyone. She felt that otherwise the brand would lose its 
audience when they would divide it into different smaller groups. 

Moreover, two interviewees said that for brands which have sustainability in their core it is 
also incorporated into every communication message. On the other hand, brands with some 
CSR initiatives have messages about sustainability just as an addition to general 
communication. The content should be simple and easy to understand for consumers. 
However, the message should always be backed up with actions: 

”.. you can talk about where you want to go and the journey you want to move on and 
so on, then back it up with the actions. But it's, I mean, it's not easy. And it's not 
enough just to come up with a fancy slogan if there's nothing behind.” (Interviewee 3) 

Furthermore, the message needs to be honest and transparent. If a brand is not 100% 
sustainable with certain processes, the practitioners recommend to communicate it honestly to 
their consumers as well as to show that they are working towards it. People appreciate 
honesty, even if the company is not yet fully sustainable: 

“They might not be sustainable in everything they do, then be honest about it and say, 
‘we are 10% right now, but we aim to go 80%’. They should do that instead of 
say[ing] ‘we are 80%’ and not being it because it will be, I mean, that won't hold for 
long.” (Interviewee 3) 

Moreover, one expert highlighted the importance of words and how they are used. Using 
vague terms could potentially confuse the targeted audience. Additionally, the message 
should always be educational to consumers, but in a fun way. It is important that the message 
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should be about what the clothes are made out of, who made the clothes and what is the 
quality. Furthermore, it is important to talk about the story behind the brand and its founders. 

Lastly, companies need to have a balance in message content. The practitioners pointed out 
that when it comes to sustainability many fashion brands are listening only to highly 
sustainable consumers, while seeming to forget other consumer groups. However, not all 
people are interested only in content about sustainability and prefer to have it more about 
fashion. Therefore, it is important to have a balance between sustainability and fashion 
content.	

Communication Channels 
The practitioners said that communication channels should be adjusted to the target group. 
Nevertheless, they advised to focus on social media, especially Instagram. Additionally, a 
company should also consider working with influencers, as they are becoming increasingly 
important for the younger generations. Moreover, one of the experts mentioned that truly 
sustainable brands should highlight their sustainable initiatives on their websites, social media 
accounts and every single press release. In general, all the PR actions and campaigns should 
reflect their sustainable identity. Finally, one of the interviewees said that companies tend to 
put too much focus on mass media and there is a need for more groundwork. Hence, he 
recommends starting the communication from the stores and staff. The employees should be 
educated about the brand and products and know about their sustainable features in order to 
answer all the questions from the consumers. Furthermore, the stores and the visuals inside 
them should be used as a communication channel that inspires and promotes sustainable 
behaviour. The same goes for products. Labels provide a great way to communicate with 
consumers, as they tend to believe what is written on them: “People believe what's written on 
the products, even though it's not as regulated as people might think it is. So, that's a really 
good channel. “ (Interviewee 3) 

When it comes to the message, the experts believe that it should be adjusted to every channel 
separately, as each of them works differently. The core message can remain the same. 
Nevertheless, it needs to be changed depending on the medium and its purpose: 

“Definitely adjusted, because every channel works in a different way. The main 
message and the base should stay the same, but the other messages can be a bit 
different but still support the main message.” (Interviewee 5) 

Consumers  
The majority of interviewed experts admitted that it is crucial to educate consumers. By doing 
that, brands give people the resources and tools to make more conscious and sustainable 
decisions. Educating consumers about social and environmental sustainability can be done 
through communication campaigns or different events, such as conferences. The educational 
content can be about the small hacks, which help people in their daily lives or it can be on a 
bigger level about systemic challenges. However, one practitioner said that even though the 
content should be educational, it should also be entertaining.  
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The experts were presented with descriptions of the three fashion consumer types and 
findings about them from the focus group interviews. However, it is important to say that the 
majority of the interviewees mentioned similar groups already beforehand: 

“First one are the ones who want to be righteous and the ones who want to save the 
world. So you talk about zero impact to the environment and then about the great 
fashion. Then you have people who like to dress well. Then you focus on dressing well 
and the fashion angle and then you of course, the second part of the sentence you 
mentioned that it's also, say saving the environment” (Interviewee 1) 

Furthermore, one interviewee suggested that Social consumers are the biggest group (around 
60%), while Sacrifice consumers are the smallest group (5-10%), the rest were suggested to 
be Self consumers. Nevertheless, the sizes of these consumer groups could differ depending 
on the country. This can be for example related to the average level of earnings, as people 
who earn more are also willing to spend more. However, one expert said that many 
companies have divided their consumers into age groups, rather than by similar 
characteristics. Nonetheless, companies need to consider the different types of fashion 
consumers and target them differently. For example, the Sacrifice consumer type was seen by 
the experts as the group that asks the important and often uncomfortable questions. Brands 
need to be ready to answer these questions, however, they cannot focus only on these 
consumers, otherwise, they might not attract other target groups. Furthermore, companies 
need to keep in mind that consumers are becoming more aware of the processes in the fashion 
industry. Therefore, it is essential to have an honest and authentic conversation with them. 

Additionally, one interviewee pointed out that according to his research 29,4% of campaigns 
that motivate consumers to work better, rather than the ones that talk about their own 
accomplishments. Thus, communication campaigns focused on motivating people are likely 
to have more positive feedback. Nevertheless, if consumers do not see the immediate value in 
sustainable initiatives by the brands, and are not willing to purchase, the brand might stop 
doing these initiatives. Therefore, it is important to show how consumers benefit from these 
sustainable initiatives or more sustainable production methods. As mentioned before, if the 
product adds value to the consumer they are more likely to support the brand. For example, 
changing to more environmentally friendly fabric dyeing processes would be less harmful to 
the workers, the environment and for the person who wears the clothing. Therefore, it is in the 
hands of consumers to guide companies towards more sustainable habits and production 
methods: “I think that's the only way to preserve the planet is to educate consumers.” 
(Interviewee 2) 
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5 Analysis and Discussion 

This chapter analyses and discusses the findings gathered through the semi-structured 
interviews and focus groups. The analysis combines theory from existing literature with data 
from the empirical study. This is done through seven themes that emerged from the analysis. 
These are: Brand, Authenticity and Transparency, Social Media and Importance of Physical 
Stores, Needs, Added Value, Education and Consumers. Each theme is analysed separately in 
order to understand what should be communicated to which type of consumers and where. 
The next part of the chapter discusses the findings based on the process introduced in the 
theoretical framework. This part aims to make practical recommendations to brands how to 
efficiently communicate sustainable initiatives. The combination of key findings with relevant 
literature presented in Chapter 2 provides sufficient knowledge to answer the research 
question.  

5.1. Themes Emerging from the Analysis 

5.1.1 Brand 

Before any communication strategy is created, a company needs to first clearly define its 
identity (Nandan, 2004). Both literature and the experts view brand identity as something 
connected to its core values and beliefs (Kapferer, 2012; Urde 2013). That is why according 
to the latter group, the process of establishing an identity should start from clearly defining 
the brand’s vision, values, purpose, target group, goals, and philosophy. They especially 
highlighted the importance of values and goals, which should be timeless, clear and easy to 
communicate and be the starting points of every strategy and project. Additionally, it is 
crucial to make sure that these goals and values are understood and shared by all the 
employees in all the departments. Moreover, factors such as price, quality and convenience, 
compared to the brand's competitors should be also considered. The company needs to ask 
itself the “why” question and describe how it sees itself from the inside (Kapferer, 2012).  

Consumers, on the other hand, expect from the brands: authenticity, transparency, honesty, 
and access to information that would help them to evaluate whether they are genuine. The 
practitioners admitted that a brand is nothing without its consumers. Hence, when establishing 
a brand identity, it is crucial to first put an effort into gaining an understanding regarding the 
target group and its desires. 

When it comes to sustainability, both literature and experts agree that it needs to be 
incorporated into the brand’s core values (Biloslavo & Trnavčevič, 2009). If it is not, 



 

53 

 

consumers are less likely to identify with a brand and be loyal to it (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 
2007). Hence, consumers are more likely to have a positive perception of a company that has 
sustainability in its core. Nevertheless, if it is caught lying about its sustainable identity or 
initiatives, it can be viewed as greenwashing and lead to long-term consequences like for 
example consumers’ distrust (Strähle & Köksal, 2015). 

Finally, the practitioners said that being simply sustainable is not enough, as consumers look 
for authentic stories. That is why they recommend focusing on having a bigger purpose than 
just to earn money and admit that the primary motive behind sustainable initiatives should not 
be profit. This claim is confirmed by the literature that states that a positive perception of 
genuine actions can increase profits (Brown & Dacin, 1997). Conversely, the negative 
perception can result in disbelief and reduce the purchase intent (Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). 
Hence, the company should first try to make a real change and when consumers see it is not 
profit-driven and it has genuine motives, then the profit will follow.  

5.1.2 Authenticity & Transparency 

These characteristics were mentioned extensively in the literature, as well as by consumers, 
and the experts. The literature suggests that fashion brands, who want to engage in sustainable 
initiatives need to be authentic and transparent and have it in their brand identities (Gazzola et 
al., 2020). Moreover, according to Pérez (2019), authenticity has a direct impact on the 
perceived credibility of a brand. Whereas, other authors claim that there is no authenticity and 
credibility without transparency (e.g. Dawkins, 2004; Dubbink, Graafland & van Liedekerke, 
2008). Thus, these concepts are interdependent. Furthermore, the literature sees the increase 
in sustainable initiatives, as an outcome of consumers demanding companies to be more 
transparent (Gazzola et al., 2020; Lehmann et al., 2020). That is why only through complete 
transparency and authenticity, companies can gain consumers’ trust (Dubbink, Graafland & 
van Liedekerke, 2008). Both the experts and consumers agreed with that. The latter group, 
regardless of their level of engagement in sustainable behaviour, admitted that they do not 
like to be lied to and that they look for authenticity and transparency.  

Moreover, both literature and practitioners mentioned that consumers do not trust brands 
easily (e.g. Ottman, 2011). It is due to the fact that many of them are focused on profit and are 
engaged in greenwashing practices. Consumers usually evaluate the corporate message and 
investigate whether it is credible and whether the real motives behind it are genuine 
(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004; Dawkins, 2004). Considering the fact that nowadays, consumers 
are well-educated and have access to an abundance of information, which was highlighted by 
the experts, they are able to easily distinguish whether a company is genuine in its initiatives.  

Nevertheless, all of the sources mention similar ways of how to avoid being accused of 
greenwashing. Firstly, the literature and practitioners admitted that the message should be 
transparent (Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018), and clear (Morsing & Spence, 2019). However, 
one of the experts said that transparency should mean simplicity, as consumers need to 
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understand a message in order to evaluate it correctly. Secondly, all the sustainable initiatives 
and actions need to be consistent and aligned with corporate behaviour as a whole (Dawkins, 
2004; Nandan, 2005). Hence, the CSR communication has to be coherent (Nandan, 2005). 
Thirdly, all of the sources emphasised the importance of backing up the promises with 
actions. Consumers do not want to hear empty words of promise, they want to see the real 
outcomes of the projects or initiatives that would prove that a company is genuine (Friestad & 
Wright, 1994). That is why Du, Bhattacharya and Sen (2010) suggests that a message should 
include information such as commitment to a cause, the impact it has, why this specific 
initiative (motives), explanation of the fit between the company’s business and the cause, 
which add credibility to the whole process. Fourthly, both consumers and experts said that 
companies should be completely honest with their audience. If they are not 100% sustainable 
they should admit it. According to the consumers, it is better for a company to admit that they 
want to improve and they are working on it but they are still not entirely sustainable than to 
lie about it. Transparency and honesty regarding every step of the process, from the 
production to the communication, are expected but also rewarded by the consumers. Since 
they would prefer to buy from a not completely sustainable brand that is also 100% honest 
about it, as it increases the trust and credibility. Finally, all the parties have agreed that 
including concrete facts in the communication is the crucial factor to be perceived as an 
authentic and transparent brand (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004). It is due to the fact that 
consumers perceive facts as solid proof. Thus, they prefer communication that is factually 
based and precise, as it helps to decrease scepticisms (Schmeltz, 2012) 

To conclude, authenticity and transparency need to be the funding blocks of any CSR 
communication that wants to avoid greenwashing. It is due to the fact that no company can 
successfully communicate their sustainable initiatives without being completely honest, 
transparent, and authentic about it, as consumers are well-educated and have access to an 
abundance of information, which allows them to quickly see through ingenuine companies.  

5.1.3 Social Media & Importance of Physical Stores  

When it comes to the communication channels, the literature highlights their importance, as 
one of the key elements when building a communication strategy (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 
2010; Shannon & Weaver, 1949), and mentions different channels for every consumer type 
introduced by McNeill and Moore (2015). Nevertheless, the findings from the focus groups 
indicate the superior role of social media. 

All of the consumer groups admitted that social media are an important communication 
channel for them. Both, Social and Self consumers see social media as a source of inspiration. 
Especially, the first group admitted that Instagram and YouTube are the most important 
channels for them. Self consumers appreciate the visual aspect of social media more, whereas 
Social ones use it as a medium to find inspiration from friends and influencers. Furthermore, 
the importance of this channel was also confirmed by the literature, which sees it as the most-
used channel to connect with consumers and communicate sustainable initiatives (e.g. Rutter, 
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Armstrong & Cano, 2017; Dawkins, 2004; Da Giau et al., 2016). The key benefits of social 
media are that it gives brands the opportunity to have a dialogue with consumers (Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2012), it is a low-cost communication channel, that is highly accessible and gives a 
possibility to gather data about consumers (Sogari et al., 2017). Moreover, influencers were 
mentioned by both types, as an effective way to promote a product or a brand. This is due to 
the fact that both influencers and friends are treated as reliable sources of information. Thus, 
consumers trust their recommendations. The literature also highlights the importance of word-
of-mouth, as a communication channel (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). Since consumers 
trust interpersonal communication more than information coming from the market, it is 
crucial for brands to incorporate influencer marketing into their communication strategy 
(Faulds, 2009).  

Additionally, the bigger importance of social media for consumers than presented in the 
research by McNeill and Moore (2015), might be due to the fact that it was published in 2015. 
Nowadays, social media, especially Instagram and YouTube, play a much bigger role in our 
lives.  

Nevertheless, except for social media, the participants in the focus groups have also 
mentioned other communication channels that match the ones mentioned by the authors. The 
Sacrifice consumers use the companies’ websites and CSR reports, along with Instagram 
pages to evaluate how sustainable they really are, and how they represent themselves. The 
Social group relies on social media and their surroundings. Whereas, Self consumers also 
value the physical stores. As it was mentioned before, this group appreciates visual 
advertising, and since they tend to buy offline, they see stores as an important communication 
channel. The visuals that target them should express their needs, desires, and lifestyles that 
they would like to have. The crucial role of physical stores was also mentioned by one of the 
experts. He highlighted the importance of not forgetting about the groundwork and 
recommends starting any communication strategy from the stores and staff. Since many 
consumers buy clothes offline, it is important to use the stores and the visuals inside as a 
communication channel and can inspire and promote sustainability.  

Finally, most of the practitioners said that when it comes to the message, it should be adjusted 
to each type of consumer, and to every channel separately. This is due to the fact that every 
channel works differently. Hence, the core message can remain the same. However, it should 
be changed depending on the medium and its purpose.  

5.1.4 Needs 

The literature discussed that each consumer group has different needs when it comes to 
fashion consumption (McNeill & Moore, 2015) and how they prioritise their personal needs 
over sustainable issues (Jorgens 2006). When these needs are not met, it can lead to an 
attitude-behaviour gap, where the positive attitude towards sustainable products is not 
reflected in consumers’ behaviours (Beards, 2008). All the experts agreed that it is critical to 
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close the gap through communication. Therefore, companies need to take steps in order to do 
it and meet consumers’ needs (D’Souza, 2015; Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018).   

According to the empirical findings and literature, the most important elements based on what 
consumers evaluate brands are: price, accessibility, transparency (Terlau & Hirsch, 2015) and 
convenience. The need for affordable price is a crucial factor amongst all consumer types, 
including the highly sustainable consumers. All of them feel the need to rationalise the price 
of a product and it is easier to be done if the product matches their needs. Nevertheless, for 
Sacrifice consumers it is easier to justify the higher price, since for them sustainability is the 
first thing they look for in fashion brands.   

Moreover, accessibility was especially important for Self and Social consumers. For them, the 
shopping experience should be as convenient as possible and they prefer going to physical 
stores to online shopping. They do not necessarily need their clothing to be sustainable 
(Öberseder, Schlegelmilch & Gruber, 2011), thus, they most probably will not put extra effort 
into buying them. Hence, in order to make the shopping experience comfortable, the experts 
recommended companies to offer free deliveries and returns. Therefore, when sustainable 
apparel companies want to cater to these consumers, they need to make it accessible and 
convenient to them. 

Furthermore, consumers wanted to have clear and transparent communication. As mentioned 
before, transparent information regarding a brand's sustainable performances is crucial. 
However, not all consumer types base their purchase decision on it. While Sacrifice 
consumers base their purchase decision on whether a brand is being transparent with its 
sustainable initiatives, Social and Self consumers do not. Even though they appreciate it, it is 
not of the highest importance to them. Therefore, as argued by Grace (2015) brands should 
find a balance in their communication between fashion and sustainability content. The 
empirical findings support that, as Sacrifice consumers valued communication about 
sustainability and used materials more than about fashion trends. In contrast, Self consumers 
wanted to see more fashion and style related content, as they want to feel inspired.  

To sum up, consumer purchase decisions are significantly influenced by their personal needs. 
When brands are communicating their sustainability, they also need to consider that the 
message should target consumers’ different needs. Once these needs are met, they are more 
likely to make the purchase. Furthermore, the study identified additional needs consumers 
have, such as added value and benefits for themselves. This will be further discussed in the 
next theme. 

5.1.5 Added Value 

The key theme that emerged from empirical findings is the Added Value. This was highly 
mentioned by the practitioners and consumers themselves. De Chernatony, Harris and 
Dall’Olmo (2000) argue that emotional value is the key added value for consumers. However, 
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today emotional value is not enough and more recent literature introduced three types of value 
propositions that consumers consider: functional, emotional and social benefits (Futerra 
Sustainability Communications & BSR, 2015). Consumers would like to see how they or 
society benefits from purchasing sustainably made clothing, thus among sustainability it is 
important to communicate the added value of a product.  

Moreover, the experts found, companies need to show to the consumer the immediate value 
they get from a more sustainable product. As can be drawn from empirical findings, the added 
value of a product is something different for all consumers, it could be style, quality or 
materials. Sustainably conscious consumers buy new items only when they really need 
something and they do not make emotional purchases. They are looking for high quality and 
timeless design that would last them for a long time without exploiting others and the 
environment. Therefore, the added value for them is the guilt-free factor (Futerra 
Sustainability Communications & BSR, 2015) and the quality of the clothes. However, since 
sustainability itself is not a primary factor to all consumer types, companies need to 
communicate their other benefits as well (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). That is why to 
target Social and Self consumers, it is especially important to communicate additional values 
besides sustainability. Similarly to the Sacrifice type, Social consumers also look for quality 
in clothing. However, they are more price sensitive and that is why the experts highlighted the 
need to communicate the link between higher price and quality. Brands need to show them 
that spending more money for quality clothing items will benefit them in the long run as they 
last longer than garments from fast fashion brands. Regardless, they follow fashion trends 
more (McNeill & Moore, 2015) and find the assortment of sustainable clothing rather dull. 
Empirical findings indicated Social and Self consumers would like to wear clothes that are 
fashionable and affordable. Hence, the added values for them are good appearances and 
affordable price. Moreover, as Self consumers are the least interested in sustainable fashion, 
they are also less willing to pay a higher price for it. Even though they might be aware of 
sustainable initiatives they still want to know what they can gain from them (Futerra 
Sustainability Communications & BSR, 2015) since sustainability is just a bonus for them. It 
was especially emphasised by Self consumers, that if they have a choice between two similar 
products, they will choose the inexpensive one over the more sustainable and expensive 
product. This further accentuates that they need to see how they can gain from purchasing this 
item. This is why it is critical for brands to emphasise the different benefits a product has. 
This helps Self consumers to rationalise the purchase and makes them more likely to support 
brands with sustainable initiatives. 

Furthermore, it is crucial for brands to communicate the added value of sustainable products. 
However, when doing that they have to keep in mind that the different consumer types find 
different things beneficial to them. Moreover, when a brand wants to cater to different 
consumer groups they need to learn how to balance the different elements in communication, 
such as fashion inspiration, price and sustainability. 
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5.1.6 Education 

Another theme that emerged is the education of consumers. Its importance was especially 
highlighted by the experts. Nowadays, companies are able to change the behaviour of their 
consumers and convince them to be more sustainable. Therefore, the practitioners see there an 
opportunity for a transformational change, where brands are less focused on themselves and 
shift their attention towards making a real change through educating their consumers. It could 
be done through various ways such as campaigns, events, reports, or conferences. Moreover, 
the content that is meant to educate can be focused on high-level systemic challenges, but also 
on the small daily life hacks. Nevertheless, in any case, it should be entertaining.  

Furthermore, the Sacrifice consumers from the focus group have also mentioned that they like 
when the messages that come from a brand have educational elements. The literature, on the 
other hand, sees the communication that is focused on educating their audience, as a possible 
solution that can help to close the attitude-behaviour gap for some consumers (McNeill & 
Moore, 2015). Hence, implementing the educational elements to the communication strategy 
can be extremely beneficial for a company.  

5.1.7 Consumers 

An extensive amount of literature on communication focuses on consumers as one big 
homogenous group. However, all consumers evaluate brands’ messages through the prism of 
their own subjectivity (Nandan, 2005) and have a different brand image (Dobni & Zinkhan, 
1990). That is why, the majority of experts highlighted the importance of adjusting the CSR 
communication to different types of consumers, rather than keeping it the same for all of 
them. The reason for that is, each consumer group has different needs and expectations from 
fashion brands. 

McNeill and Moore (2015) introduced three types of fashion consumers: Self, Social and 
Sacrifice consumers, which were the base of this study. According to the authors, the first 
group - Self consumers, have very little concern about sustainability in the fashion industry, 
and have a positive attitude towards fast fashion brands. Empirical findings show this is due 
to them not completely understanding what sustainability is. Moreover, the consumers said 
they see companies using it as a way to increase earnings. Thus, they tend to be sceptical if 
the sustainable initiatives brands have been actually authentic. These consumers are 
individualistic and care more about their personal needs (McNeill & Moore, 2015). 
Consumers from the focus group said that they often do buy clothes from second hand stores, 
which is known to be a sustainable way of shopping, however, they do it due to price 
sensitivity and the possibility of finding unique items. Nonetheless, they are unlikely to 
purchase from brands just because of their sustainable initiatives. This finding was supported 
by McNeill and Moore (2015), suggesting this is the most difficult market for sustainable 
companies. Nevertheless, the consumers might choose to purchase from these brands when 
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they offer them additional value or feel pressured by other people. Thus, the findings showed 
they appreciate communication that would inspire them or explain what they could gain from 
a more sustainable garment. 

The second type - Social consumers have a positive attitude and are increasingly concerned 
with sustainability in the fashion industry (McNeill & Moore, 2015). Therefore, they have the 
highest market potential for sustainable fashion brands. However, due to their lack of 
knowledge, and social acceptance on sustainability, the attitude-behaviour gap has a high 
probability of occurring. The findings of this study show that these consumers are price-
sensitive, which is in contradiction with the literature suggesting otherwise (McNeill & 
Moore, 2015). However, they have the willingness to pay more, if the purchase is justified. 
Hence the need for added value and rationalising the buying decision, which was further 
discussed in the theme Added Value. Furthermore, empirical findings confirm the literature 
that these consumers value others’ opinions (McNeill & Moore, 2015), although consumers 
said they do not let it affect their decisions.  

Lastly, Sacrifice consumers are highly sustainable and conscious when it comes to fashion 
(McNeill & Moore, 2015). They are pro-social and willing to invest more time and money 
into finding clothing that lasts them for a long time. This description was further confirmed by 
the consumers from the focus group interview. Nevertheless, empirical findings indicated that 
the price sensitivity varied. This depended a lot on what stages of life they are, for example, 
are they employed or students. Moreover, brands that wish to target this consumer group, 
need to have sustainability in their branding strategy (Ottman, 2011). Since these consumers 
are looking for truly authentic brands that care about social and environmental issues. 
Furthermore, the literature showed they do have the desire to be fashionable. On the other 
hand, findings from focus group interviews revealed that they do not care about being 
fashionable, and rather want to wear classical and timeless pieces made out of quality that 
would be long lasting. Hence, they are not following the latest trends. These consumers 
highly value communication about product’s quality, production methods and when it is 
educational for them. 

It is important to keep in mind that literature introduces the extreme cases of each consumer 
group. Therefore, it is not surprising that empirical findings were not fully in accordance with 
it. However, the significance of price was mentioned throughout all focus group interviews. It 
shows that all consumer groups to some extent are sensitive to higher prices. This is vital for 
brands to know, as it shows that consumers are not willing to always pay a higher price even 
when it comes to sustainable products. Therefore, the higher price needs to be justified. 

Additionally, the empirical findings showed the complexity of individuals. Hence, it is 
important to approach them differently. This is why companies are trying to divide consumers 
by their similarities (Green, Carmone & Wachspress, 1976). One expert mentioned that many 
companies are dividing consumers into groups by their age. However, it is argued that 
segmenting consumers by socio-demographic factors is no longer working and a wider socio-
cultural and social-psychological take is required (Diamantopoulos et al., 2003). On account 
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of this, the majority of interviewed experts agreed that the communication message and 
channel should be accustomed to different consumer groups based on their needs and 
expectations.  

To conclude, sustainability in the fashion industry is of different importance to everyone. 
Moreover, their motives and preferences about it vary. Therefore, they cannot be targeted 
with one message nor one channel, and it is necessary to adjust these according to the 
consumer type.  

5.2 Discussion 

The purpose of this study is to answer the following research question:  

How can fashion brands communicate their sustainable initiatives to different types of 
consumers?  

Seven themes have emerged from the empirical material. They are all connected to different 
aspects of the CSR communication process. Moreover, each of them has helped to gain the 
understanding regarding how to effectively communicate sustainable initiatives to different 
types of fashion consumers.  

The following section will discuss the findings. They are organised based on the 
communication process depicted in Theoretical Framework (p. 20) Hence, it starts with the 
company's side, its sustainable initiatives, motives and the creation of brand identity. Then 
moves to the message creation stage, followed by the choice of communication channel. 
Finally, the last stage consists of message receivers. Thus, the three types of fashion 
consumers by McNeill and Moore (2015) and their needs.  

Brand 
The first stage of the communication process is the most important one, as it is a building 
block for the whole process. It starts with a company clearly defining its identity (Nandan, 
2004). It includes issues such as: core values, goals, beliefs, visions, purpose target group, and 
philosophy, which a company should clearly define for itself. However, the findings show 
that the most important concepts connected to brand identity are goals and core values 
(Kapferer, 2012). They should be timeless, clear, easy to communicate, and shared by all the 
employees. Additionally, when a company wants to communicate sustainable initiatives it is 
important to have it in the brand’s core values in order to be perceived positively by 
consumers. 

Once the brand identity is established, a company can work on its sustainable initiatives. Each 
action or project is based on identity, and intrinsic motives. The latter is especially important 
when it comes to CSR communication. The consumers expect authenticity, transparency and 
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honesty. Hence, if a brand does not have genuine motives, it might backfire, as consumers 
tend to evaluable the companies’ true motives (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004; Dawkins, 2004). 
Moreover, if they are caught lying or deceiving about their sustainable identities or initiatives, 
it can be perceived as greenwashing and lead to consumers’ distrust or boycott (Strähle & 
Köksal, 2015). 

That is why authenticity and transparency are the key aspects of any effective CSR 
communication. The findings show that consumers look for authentic stories. Hence, the 
company should not create any sustainable initiative that has profit as the main motive behind 
it. It should rather start by having a higher, genuine purpose in mind such as the urge to make 
a change. When consumers notice the authenticity behind a company's action, they will have a 
positive perception of it, which in return will bring a profit (Brown & Dacin, 1997). Whereas, 
the negative perception can result in disbelief and reduce the purchase intent (Sen & 
Bhattacharya, 2001).  

Therefore, according to findings, in order to create a communication that is perceived 
positively, a company needs to ensure that it considers five issues. Firstly, the message should 
be transparent (Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018), and clear (Morsing & Spence, 2019), which 
can be achieved by, for example, making sure that the content is simple so that consumers can 
evaluate it easily. Secondly, sustainable initiatives and actions need to be consistent, and 
aligned with corporate identity as a whole (Dawkins, 2004; Nandan, 2005). Thirdly, it is 
crucial to back up the promises with actions. Thus, to present the outcomes of the projects by 
including detailed information and facts that add credibility to the whole process (Du, 
Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010). Fourthly, the empirical data suggested that consumers expect 
complete honesty from the companies. Therefore, they prefer when a company acknowledges 
that they are not fully sustainable but they want to improve and they are working on it. It can 
be reached by implementing a pledge for complete transparency and honesty regarding every 
step of the process. Finally, something that was mentioned before, no communication can be 
authentic without providing concrete facts to its audience (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004). Hence, 
all the messages sent by a company need to be factually based and precise, as it helps to 
decrease scepticisms (Schmeltz, 2012). 

Message 
The second stage of the communication process is focused on the message content. Both 
findings and literature have pointed out several elements that should be incorporated into the 
CSR message. Firstly, the companies should create content that is educational for their 
consumers. The findings pointed out that they like to learn about sustainability and 
innovations in the industry. Additionally, educating consumers is crucial in order to raise 
awareness about social and environmental issues the world faces. One way to do that would 
be to honestly talk about the standard and sustainable production methods in the garment 
industry. The education content should be interesting and entertaining, yet informative, and 
should focus on high-level systemic challenges, but also on the small daily life hacks.  
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Secondly, while creating a message, the companies have to consider different needs of their 
consumers. The specific needs and expectations of each consumer type can be found in the 
5.1.7 Consumers section of this report (p. 58). Nevertheless, it is important to note that for all 
of them, price played an important role, along with quality, which is often associated with 
sustainable items. Therefore, it brings an opportunity for the companies. They can use their 
communication to explain to consumers why the higher price is justified. For example, by 
saying that more expensive, sustainable clothing means higher quality, hence, they are long 
lasting. Thus, the garments might be more expensive but due to their superior quality they 
will last long and be more affordable in the end. This type of narrative can convince a more 
price sensitive consumer to purchase sustainable clothes. Additionally, the companies should 
find a balance between content about fashion and sustainability, as different groups of 
consumers prefer different types of content. Therefore, they should not be focused on only 
one type, as it would limit the size of the audience that would find it appealing and 
interesting. 

Thirdly, the CSR communication should highlight what are the added values of green 
products, as many consumers treat sustainability as just a bonus. For the Sacrifice group, the 
sustainable aspect of the gourmet is already a sufficient value to make a purchase. Whereas, 
for Social consumers the added value would be social acceptance and being trendy. Thus, the 
message content should be focused on these aspects. Finally, Self consumers only buy clothes 
that fit their needs, the rest is just a bonus. Nevertheless, they are attracted by visuals that 
present their desired lifestyles. That is why added value is especially important for them. 
Hence, the communication that targets Self consumers should be especially focused on 
creating a desire and highlighting the added values and benefits that come with a purchase.  

Finally, as it was mentioned in the Brand section (p. 52), in order to be perceived as authentic 
and transparent, communication needs to induce concrete facts and information that would 
add credibility. Thus, a message about the brand’s sustainable initiatives should be always 
simple and easy to understand. This will ensure the authenticity and honesty of the 
communication.  

When a brand is constructing a message on sustainable initiatives all of these four elements 
need to be included in order to do it successfully. Moreover, as findings show each consumer 
group expects and wants different things from fashion brands. Therefore, they cannot be 
targeted with one message and the content needs to be adjusted accordingly. 

Communication Channel 
Once the brand identity is clearly defined and the message is ready, a company needs to 
choose the right communication channel to reach its target group. The findings indicate that 
each message should be adjusted to every type of channel, as they all work a bit differently. 
Thus, the main idea can remain the same. However, the remaining parts should be adjusted. 
Moreover, in order to target three types of fashion consumers, the companies should mostly 
focus on social media. Especially Instagram and YouTube. Social media is a low-cost 
communication channel that is highly accessible and gives a possibility to gather data about 
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consumers (Sogari et al., 2017). Moreover, both Social and Self consumers see it as the main 
source of inspiration. Therefore, its visual aspect is very important and needs to play an 
important role, while establishing a communication strategy. Additionally, the companies 
should also use influencer marketing, as these consumers view them as a reliable source of 
information. Since consumers trust interpersonal communication more than information 
coming from the market (Faulds, 2009), influencers can be a powerful tool when it comes to 
CSR communication.  

Nevertheless, brands should also use the channels that are specific for each consumer type, as 
supportive communication channels. Therefore, the Sacrifice consumers want to see the 
concrete facts regarding sustainable initiatives at the companies’ websites and CSR reports, 
along with Instagram pages. Furthermore, except for social media, the Social group relies 
heavily on their surroundings. Hence, word-of-mouth, affiliate marketing and review 
promotion could be considered as additional communication channels. Finally, the Self 
consumers put a strong emphasis on a visual promotion. They tend to purchase offline and 
value the physical stores. That is why the effective way of reaching them would be the use of 
billboards, bus stop advertising and shopping windows advertisements that would 
immediately draw their attention. The visuals or advertisements should express their intrinsic 
needs, desires, and lifestyles that they would like to have.  

Consumers 
The entire communication process needs to be established while keeping in mind the three 
different types of fashion consumers introduced by McNeill and Moore (2015): Self, Social 
and Sacrifice. As previously said, they all need and expect different things from a fashion 
brand. Therefore, companies need to target them individually, by adjusting communication to 
meet their expectations. Thus, it is important to look at each group individually. 

Firstly, to cater to Self consumers, brands need to focus on visual communication. However, 
at the same time, they need to highlight the added value of sustainable garments, as it is 
crucial for these consumers. Secondly, in order to target Social groups, companies need to 
show them the value for money. Especially, emphasising the higher quality of sustainably 
made clothing. Moreover, by explaining to them that sustainably made items can last longer, 
they are more likely to make a purchase. Lastly, the Sacrifice consumers have a high 
willingness to buy from sustainable brands. However, as they are also ready to put more effort 
into researching the company’s background, the brands need to be authentic and ready to 
answer their questions. Companies should have information about their production, used 
materials and workers on their websites, as this is the place where they gather their 
information from. In order to gain their trust, brands have to be honest and transparent. 

The findings confirm existing literature (Dawkins, 2004), that CSR communication needs to 
be adjusted to different consumer groups. It can be done by for example finding similarities 
between them for example needs for facts, educational content, and information regarding 
added values. By doing that, companies can combine similar consumer needs into one 
message. However, since each consumer type is so different, it is also important to include the 
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messages that target the specific key needs and expectations per type. As it ensures that the 
communication is appealing and effective for all of them. Hence in summary, the CSR 
communication in the fashion industry should include messages that combine the similarities 
among three types of consumers, but also messages that target each type separately and 
directly.  
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6 Conclusion 

This thesis has explored the concept of CSR communication and how fashion brands can 
communicate their sustainable initiative to different types of consumers. More precisely, the 
three types of fashion consumers introduced by McNeill and Moore (2015). Due to the fact 
that CSR communication is a vast topic encompassing various concepts (e.g. Gray and 
Balmer, 1998), and despite considering different types of consumers, the scope of this 
research was mainly focused on the company's perspective as it targeted the communication 
and message creation processes. That is why in order to gain a better understanding regarding 
the topic of CSR communication from this perspective, the following research question has 
been used:  

How can fashion brands communicate their sustainable initiatives to different types of 
consumers? 

The empirical data was collected through focus groups with three types of fashion consumers, 
and interviews with experts. Based on the analysis of collected data and literature, seven 
themes have emerged that are connected to the communication process: (1) Brand, (2) 
Authenticity & Transparency, (3) Social Media & Importance of Physical Stores, (4) Needs, 
(5) Added Value, (6) Education, and (7) Consumers.  

In summary, CSR communication is a complex process. Nevertheless, the findings pointed 
out some ways in which the companies can improve it, make it more effective and appealing 
for different types of consumers. Firstly, the fashion companies should start by establishing a 
clear brand identity. This concept includes various issues that a company needs to consider. 
However, the most important ones are goals and core values that should be timeless, easy to 
communicate and shared by all the employees. Moreover, the key aspects connected to a 
brand and its initiatives that were highlighted by both literature and empirical data are: 
authenticity, transparency and honesty. As without genuine motives a company can be 
accused of for example greenwashing, which leads to a negative brand perception. Secondly, 
when it comes to the message content, it needs to: educate the consumers about sustainability 
and innovations in the industry, include various needs of different types of consumers, 
highlight the added value of sustainable products to attract less sustainable-conscious 
consumers, and include concrete facts and information to be perceived as authentic and 
transparent. Thirdly, the research highlighted the importance of social media for all three 
types of consumers. Especially Instagram and YouTube. Therefore, they should become the 
main communication channels. Additionally, the findings also mentioned physical stores as 
an important way of communication. Hence, their value should not be underestimated. 
Finally, this thesis was focused on three types of fashion consumers. The empirical data 
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confirmed their distinctive characteristics and needs introduced by the literature. 
Nevertheless, most importantly, the findings have highlighted the importance of adjusting the 
message content to different types of consumers to be able to target their needs and 
expectations more precisely. Hence, it is recommended to establish a communication strategy 
that includes both messages that combine the similarities among three groups, but also 
messages that target each type separately.  

6.1 Theoretical Implications 

This thesis introduced the following theoretical contributions:  

First of all, this research enhances the existing literature on the importance of brand identity in 
the communication process by highlighting the relationship between them. Clearly defined 
corporate brand identity is the founding block for any communication strategy (Kapferer, 
2012; Urde 2013). Moreover, the findings confirmed that authenticity and transparency are 
crucial while establishing an identity, which strengthens the studies by Dawkins (2004), Du, 
Bhattacharya and Sen (2007) and Gazzola et al. (2020). 

Second of all, in addition to existing literature on key elements of the message content that 
was researched by for example Dawkins (2004), D’Souza (2015) and Evans and Peirson-
Smith (2018), this work contributes to it by adding and underlying the importance of 
educational content. Hence, the CSR communication strategy should include the messages 
that are meant to educate the consumers regarding sustainability and its importance.  

Third of all, this thesis contributes to the existing knowledge on communication channels by 
arguing for a strong role of social media. This channel has been mentioned by multiple 
authors (e.g. Kaplan & Haenlein, 2012; Da Giau et al., 2016; Sogari et al., 2017). However, 
McNeill and Moore (2015) introduced different preferred communication channels per 
consumer type. Social media was mentioned as one of the channels of Self and Social 
consumers. Nevertheless, according to this research, its importance is superior over other 
channels, and it is a case for all three consumer types. This discrepancy might be due to the 
fact that since the study by McNeill and Moore was published in 2015, social media has 
become even more important in consumers’ lives.   

Most importantly, this research contributes to previous literature on CSR communication and 
different types of consumers. The latter field acknowledges various groups of sustainable 
consumers (e.g. Gilg, Barr & Ford, 2005; Gruber, Kaliauer & Schlegelmilch, 2015; Park & 
Ha, 2012). Nevertheless, the literature on communication treats consumers as a rather	
homogeneous group. This thesis was focused on three types of fashion consumers by McNeill 
and Moore (2015). However, the findings have shown the importance of adjusting messages 
to different groups of consumers and considering reaching them not only through social 
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media but also through their preferred communication channels. Hence, it proves that while 
considering communication strategy, consumers cannot be seen as one entity and should be 
divided based on certain similarities.  

6.2 Managerial Implications  

The findings further confirmed that sustainability in the fashion industry is on the rise and 
increasingly more important for brands to act on. Moreover, companies who focus on 
sustainability now, will have a competitive advantage.  

The developed framework and findings of this study work as a guide to practitioners when 
building a CSR communication strategy or campaign. The framework presents all the vital 
elements that are needed for a successful sustainability communication. Moreover, it 
emphasises the importance of companies defining their brand identity, as it is the foundation 
of the communication process. The findings showed that grasping brand identity is vital in 
order to build a strong CSR communication strategy. Therefore, this thesis suggests starting 
the process with defining and understanding the identity of the brand. 

As mentioned earlier, this thesis contributes with further knowledge about three types of 
fashion consumers. This presents companies with information to understand the complexity of 
consumer nature. This is necessary, since the research confirmed the importance of adjusting 
CSR communication to different types of consumers. By understanding their needs and 
expectations brands can tailor sustainability communication to match them. 

Furthermore, the findings of this paper can help the practitioners with practical 
recommendations on how to communicate sustainable initiatives efficiently and avoid their 
actions being perceived as greenwashing. Firstly, a brand is more likely to receive positive 
feedback if it is seen as authentic and transparent. To do that, companies need to be genuine 
with their sustainable initiatives. Hence, there must always be actions and facts backing up 
their words. Based on the findings, it is strongly advised not to make meaningless statements 
about sustainability, to not be perceived negatively. Secondly, the companies need to adjust 
their communication strategy to different types of consumers. Therefore, it is important to 
understand how to approach each group. It includes finding a right balance between content 
about fashion and sustainability, as each type has different preferences. Moreover, the 
research showed a variety of channels they use, such as social media, company websites and 
physical stores. Nevertheless, the findings emphasised the importance of social media to all 
consumers. Thus, it is proposed that companies need to focus on social media as the main 
communication channel, while still keeping in mind the other ways of communication and 
why they are used by consumers. Lastly, since all of the consumers use the channels for 
different purposes, it is important to understand what type of content they want to see there. 
Therefore, the message should cater each type individually while still considering the 
similarities of them all. Brands need to focus on the elements that people value the most, such 



 

68 

 

as value for money, transparency, education and quality. Through the right channel and 
specifically adjusted content, companies are more likely to reach the targeted consumer 
group. However, it is crucial to keep in mind that at the same time the communication needs 
to be consistent and clear throughout them all. 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research 

This study shows how multifaceted sustainability communication is, however due to the 
limited scope of this research, not all aspects were studied in detail. This thesis focused on the 
three fashion consumer types proposed by McNeill and Moore (2015) as these are based on 
both fashion and sustainability. However, it is important to note that there could be even more 
types. Hence, one of the major limitations of this paper is that it is focused only on company’s 
perspective. It would be interesting to do further research on consumer's perspective. Even 
though consumers were interviewed, they were not asked to evaluate specific messages to 
understand their reactions. Moreover, this paper analysed only a small number of consumers, 
who were already presented with the descriptions of each consumer type to see if they 
identify with any of them. Interviewing more consumers could reveal people who do not fit 
into any of the suggested categories. Thus, more interviews could lead to different 
conclusions and uncover additional fashion consumer types which are beneficial for brands to 
know. Furthermore, by investigating consumers, it would allow to further understand the 
reasons and how to avoid the attitude-behaviour gap when it comes to sustainable fashion. 
Therefore, future research on CSR communication in the fashion industry is suggested from 
the consumers’ perspective by investigating a bigger population in order to better understand 
them. 

Secondly, this thesis looked at communication channels in general, to understand what are the 
preferred ones for each consumer type. However, it would be interesting to study different 
channels in detail and evaluate how they work. The findings indicated social media as a 
communication channel that is widely used by all consumers. Despite the fact that they use it 
for different reasons, the importance of it was mentioned by all groups. Understanding to 
what extent each type uses different social media platforms would be valuable for companies 
to know when communicating their sustainable initiatives. Furthermore, as the importance of 
the digital world is increasingly growing it is recommended to further study social media as a 
CSR communication channel. 

Lastly, another interesting finding that was highlighted by both the practitioners and 
consumers was the importance of educational content about social and environmental matters. 
This paper shows that consumers appreciate informative content, however, it remains unclear 
if it affects their behaviour. Studying it more closely would allow to understand how it 
influences the purchase decision regarding sustainability. Therefore, future research on 
educational sustainability communication is advised. 
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Appendix A - Focus Groups Topic Guide  

● Ice breakers: 
○ Ask for consent to record 
○ The purpose of the interview: 

■ Master thesis in marketing 
■ What the study is about and background information 

● Inform about anonymity 
● Ensure that there is no right or wrong 
● Encourage them to elaborate their answers and be open for the discussion 

● Sustainability in the Fashion Industry: 
○ What does sustainability mean to you? 
○ What are your thoughts on sustainability in the fashion industry? 

● Needs and expectations  
○ Inform about what the literature says about this type of consumers 

■ Do you agree with the given description? Why or why not?  
○ What is important for you while choosing a fashion brand? 
○ What type of engagement do you expect from the fashion brands you follow? 
○ Would you buy or follow sustainable fashion brands or brands that are engaged 

in sustainable initiatives? Why? 
○ When choosing a fashion brand, what are the things you look at? 
○ What are your expectations towards the fashion brands? 

● CSR Communication 
○ What type of messages do you expect from the fashion brands? 
○ What kind of elements do you appreciate in the CSR communication 
○ What type of messages do you find the most appealing for you? 

● Message Channel 
○ Inform about what the literature says about preferred channels for this type of 

consumers 
■ Do you agree with it? Why or why not? 

○ What type of media channels do you use? 
○ Through which channels should fashion brands reach you? 

● Concluding questions: 
○ Is there anything you would like to add? 
○ Do you have any questions? 
○ Thank for the participation 
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Appendix B - Post Example Screenshot  

The following post was published at “Sustainable Living” and “Sustainable Living & Design 
Facebook groups. The posts for Self and Social consumers were the same except for the 
description of each type. They were shared at ”Style & Fashion” Facebook group, LinkedIn 
profiles of the researchers and LUSEM network on WhatsApp. 
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Appendix C - Semi-Structured Interviews 
Topic Guide 

● Ice breakers: 
● Ask for consent to record the interviews 
● Tell the interviewee about ourselves 
● The purpose of the interview: 

■ Master thesis in marketing 
■ What the study is about 

● Inform about anonymity 
● Ensure that there is no right or wrong 
● Encourage them to elaborate their answers 

● Sustainability in the Fashion Industry 
● How common is it for fashion brands to communicate their sustainable 

initiatives? 
● How has the focus on sustainability in the fashion industry changed 

over the years, from a communication perspective? 
● According to you, what brands can do to avoid being accused of 

greenwashing? 
● How do you approach closing the attitude-behaviour gap? 

● Brand (identity, motives, initiatives) 
● What parts of brand identity are important in order to build a successful 

communication strategy? 
● According to you, what are the key differences between an identity of a 

sustainable brand, and the one that only has sustainable initiatives? 
● When you start working with a new brand, what information is crucial 

to know about the brand (e.g.values, motives, goals)? 
● CSR Communication (message elements, message content, channels, 

strategy) 
● When starting with a new project what do you start with? 
● Do you have any specific strategy to communicate sustainable 

initiatives? If yes, does it differ from a regular strategy? 
● According to you, what are the main barriers in communicating 

sustainability for fashion brands? 
● What are the key differences in communication of a sustainable brand 

compared to a “regular” brand that has some sustainable initiatives? 
● What are the most common goals for your clients when it comes to 

communicating sustainability? 
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● Where do you recommend brands to communicate their sustainable 
messages? What are the best communication channels for this? 

● Should the same message be used for all the channels? Or should it be 
adjusted? 

● According to you, what are the key message elements that should be 
included into communication? 

● How does the communication in the fashion industry regarding 
sustainable initiatives need to be designed to be effective or appealing 
to the consumers? 

● According to you, is there any ratio between the amount of fashion and 
sustainable content that a brand should keep? 

● What do you think is the strategic foundation for an effective 
communication of sustainability? 

● Do you think that communication should be adjusted to different types 
of consumers? Why?  

● Findings from the focus groups: 
● Describe the process and key findings 
● What do you think about it? Does it surprise you? 
● Do you feel that you include these needs in your communication 

strategies? 
● Concluding questions: 

● Is there anything you would like to add? 
● Do you have any questions? 
● Thank for the participation 
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Appendix D - Semi-Structured Interviews 
Interviewees 

Participant Focus Location Date Duration Where? 

Interviewee 1 Sustainability 
Fashion 

Lithuania 04.05.2021 40:00 Zoom 

Interviewee 2 Sustainable 
Fashion 

USA 04.05.2021 25:00 Zoom 

Interviewee 3 Sustainable 
Fashion 

Denmark 05.05.2021 45:00 Zoom 

Interviewee 4 Sustainability Denmark 06.05.2021 40:00 Zoom 

Interviewee 5 Sustainability Estonia 08.05.2021 35:00 Zoom 
 


