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Abstract 

Fashion is the second most polluting industry in the world and accounts for 8.1% of annual 

global climate impacts (Quantis, 2018, UN, 2019).  There are ethical concerns relating to 

environmental harm and worker exploitation at the fibre production and garment assembly 

stages, overconsumption and unsustainable laundry practices at the product use stage, and 

low levels of repurposing and recycling at the disposal stage (Environmental Justice 

Foundation, 2012, Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, UNEP, 2020).  

 

‘Ethical Consumerism’ (EC) emerged as an area of academic and popular discourse in the 

1990s, although its origins can be traced back to earlier research into social and environmental 

aspects of consumption (Harrison et al., 2005).  Economic and market researchers have 

focused on identifying consumer segments that would derive utility from – and that would be 

willing to pay more for – ethically enhanced products (e.g. Dickson, 2001, De Pelsmacker et 

al., 2005a).  Psychological approaches have used Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned 

Behaviour to test behavioural intention to purchase ‘ethical’ products such as environmentally 

friendly and sweatshop free clothing.  Interpretivist researchers have drawn on Consumer 

Culture Theory (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) and explored broader influences on past 

behaviour.  A reliance on survey methods in the economic and psychological literature, and 

on interview-based methods in interpretive studies, has meant the results have often been 

abstracted from the situational context (Belk, 1975).  Insufficient attention has been paid to 

the role of information (Shaw and Clarke, 1999), to factors that moderate the translation of 

intent into actual behaviour (Carrington et al., 2010, Hassan et al., 2016), to the product use 

and disposition stages (Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) and to how intentions and behaviours 

evolve over time (McNeill and Moore, 2015, Hiller and Woodall, 2019).   

 

The overarching aim of the study was “to gain a holistic understanding of what factors affect 

the development of ethical behavioural intentions and their translation into actual ethical 

fashion consumption behaviours over time.” Adopting a Critical Realist philosophical stance 

(Bhaskar, 1989), a syncretic combination of researcher and guided introspections (Wallendorf 

and Brucks, 1993) and narrative and inventory based wardrobe studies (Klepp and Bjerck, 

2014) were used to explore how the intentions and behaviours of a sample of 12 ethically-

minded consumer researchers – including myself – evolved over time.  A hermeneutic analysis 

of our consumption narratives (Thompson, 1997) and wardrobes revealed that our behaviours 

were influenced by cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural aspects 

at the acquisition, consumption, possession and disposition stages. 
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The study contributes to knowledge by analysing the actual behaviours and practices of a 

sample of ethically minded consumers over a period of decades.  A new, holistic Theory of 

Actual Behaviour is proposed to help bridge the psychology-culture divide in the field.  It makes 

a methodological contribution by demonstrating how introspective methods can be used to 

study (ethical) consumption behaviours.  And a series of recommendations are made for 

policymakers and practitioners to enable, encourage and catalyse ethical fashion consumption 

behaviours.      

 

Keywords: Ethical Consumerism, Fashion, Theory of Planned Behaviour, Consumer Culture 

Theory, Introspective Methods 
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PROLOGUE 

"Every business and individual needs to do their bit to tackle the enormous challenges 

of climate change and waste. While M&S will continue to sell great quality, stylish and 

innovative products, our customers, employees and shareholders now expect us to 

take bold steps and do business differently and responsibly. We believe a responsible 

business can be a profitable business. We are calling this ‘Plan A’ because there is no 

‘Plan B’”  

Stuart Rose, Chief Executive, Marks and Spencer, January 2007 (M&S, 2007) 

 

It is a common academic and literary custom for authors to start a piece of work with a 

quotation. These will often come from classical literature, from the works of leading 

philosophers and political thinkers, and/or from inspiring pieces of poetry or popular songs.  I 

hope I haven’t disappointed you therefore with my rather utilitarian and business-orientated 

opening quotation!  As you read on, you will hopefully see that I do also have a more cultured 

side!  However, it is difficult for me to overemphasise how much influence this quote – and the 

press release it comes from – has had on me.  It is where my journey began, a journey that 

has had a profound effect on my personal and professional life – both positive and negative – 

over the last 15 years.   

 

In January 2007, I was starting the second semester of an MBA programme at Cardiff 

University whilst also working at a public affairs company I had co-founded the previous year.  

I think it would be fair to say therefore that I came to the topic with a fairly economic liberal 

stance, and much of the MBA programme in the first term was underpinned by a neoclassical 

economic world view with its emphasis on customer utility and profit maximisation.  However, 

I had also been introduced to concepts such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in the 

strategy module, been reminded of issues relating to working conditions in emerging 

economies in the human resources modules, looked at strategies for eliminating waste in the 

operations module, and had briefly touched on the concept of ‘ethical consumerism’ in the 

marketing module.  In my professional and business roles, much of my work over the 

preceding years had focused on developing links between business, public and voluntary 

sector organisations – work I would now describe as stakeholder and reputation management, 

although the terms were unfamiliar to me at the time.  I guess I was therefore sensitized to the 

issues raised in the press release and that it resonated with me as a result. 

 

For the remainder of the MBA, I started to grapple with the issue of ethical consumerism and 

fashion.  This included persuading fellow students to develop a business plan for an ethical 

clothing business to “bring organic and environmentally friendly clothing to the high street” and 
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writing a dissertation on the implications of “the rise and rise of ethical consumerism” for the 

UK fashion industry.  I was already becoming aware, however, that consumer concerns 

relating to environmental, social and economic aspects of consumption were complex, and 

that ethical issues could not be viewed in isolation from other factors such as product appeal, 

affordability, availability and access to information.  At the end of the course, I promised family 

and friends that I would never return to education as balancing the demands of a full-time 

course with my work commitments had been challenging; however, in the back of my mind I 

knew I had only managed to scratch the surface in my dissertation and that many questions 

remained unanswered.  These feelings would not go away, and so six months later I applied 

for a funded PhD at the ESRC Centre for Business Relationships Accountability Sustainability 

and Society (BRASS) at Cardiff University focusing on ethical consumerism and fashion.  

 

I should point out at this point that I do not consider myself to be a particularly ‘ethical’ 

consumer.  I have never been a member of any fairtrade, religious, pro-worker or 

environmental organisations, and as this thesis will reveal, my consumption behaviours have 

been pretty unsustainable for large parts of my life.  I’ve also never been particularly interested 

in fashion: in fact, I’ve had a difficult relationship with clothes shopping since my youth, largely 

because of ongoing weight issues.  My decision to focus on ethical consumerism and fashion 

may therefore seem a little odd;  however, the tensions between ‘fashion marketing’ on the 

one hand, with its emphasis on creating demand for new styles and making the old obsolete, 

and ‘sustainability’ on the other, with its emphasis on reducing levels of consumption and 

extending the life of products, has fascinated me from the early days of the project.   My 

original application for PhD funding referred to the M&S announcement and argued the case 

for further research into the extent to which adopting more socially and environmentally 

sustainable practices could be a source of competitive advantage for fashion retailers whilst 

benefiting communities in developing countries at the same time.  Specifically, I wanted to 

look at the possibility of developing an accreditation scheme similar to the Soil Association 

and Fairtrade labels that were already in place in the food sector to guarantee clothes had 

been produced in an ethical and sustainable way.  It was a noble goal and demonstrated a 

genuine desire to make a positive difference, but with hindsight the task I was setting myself 

was way too ambitions for a single PhD project! 

 

My application for funding was successful, and I spent the next few years trying to 

operationalise my research aims.  My methodological horizons were broadened whilst 

completing an MSc in Social Science Research Methods at Cardiff University, and I was drawn 

towards interpretive and observational approaches to research.  Being based at an 

interdisciplinary research centre that brought together academics from the fields of human 
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geography, law, psychology and sociology in addition to business gave me a holistic 

understanding of the challenges of sustainability.  I attempted to grapple with a wide range of 

literatures, but my PhD project became even more unmanageable as my awareness and 

knowledge of the complexities and scale of the problems in the global apparel industry grew. 

The news agenda was relentlessly negative as austerity measures following the 2008 credit 

crunch started to take effect, and it almost felt indulgent to be undertaking research into ethical 

consumerism when consumers were struggling to afford basic clothing items, let alone paying 

a premium for sustainable fashion – and especially when my own consumption was hardly 

exemplary.   What I did not realise at time, or refused to admit to myself, was that my mental 

health was also deteriorating.  The clock was ticking, and time was running out to complete 

the project, and as this pressure grew, I found myself crippled with anxiety and unable to write 

or do anything.   

  

Finally, in November 2011 I sought medical help and discussed my problems with others. It 

was a huge relief, and with hindsight I should obviously have done it much earlier.  I put the 

PhD on hold for a while and focused on restoring my health.  Gradually, I got back into a daily 

routine of working on my literature review and method chapters, and whilst looking back I can 

see that I still lacked focus and was reading too widely, this was all part of the healing process.   

In January 2012, I embarked on a yearlong attempt to be a truly ethical fashion consumer, 

with mixed results as I will discuss later in the thesis, and by the spring of 2013 I was finally 

ready to start data collection.  My plan was to sit down with a sample of Women’s Institute 

members with an interest in, and awareness of, ethical issues relating to the clothing, and to 

observe their behaviour as they browsed for clothes and searched for ethical information 

online in their own homes. It wasn’t my ‘Plan A’ – or plan B, C or D for that matter – and I knew 

the method wasn’t perfect as their behaviour would be influenced by my presence, but it did 

at least offer a practical way of addressing my main research aim and objectives at the time.   

 

Yet again, life got in the way as I took on a new Welsh medium lecturing and management 

post in South East Wales in the summer of 2013.  Naively, I thought I would still be able to 

complete the project alongside the role, but I had completely underestimated the time and 

energy it would take to develop new provision at two institutions and to teach full time.  So, I 

put the PhD on hold again for what ended up being four years.  Of course, the problems in the 

global apparel industry had not gone away as the Rana Plaza factory disaster in 2013 had 

shown, but the thought of returning to the project filled me with dread and brought back 

unhappy memories. I explored other avenues such as a doctorate in education linked to 

pedagogic research I had undertaken whilst undertaking a Postgraduate Certificate in 

Teaching in Higher Education from 2013 to 2016, and professional doctorates with their more 
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structured and applied approaches.  When I finally reopened my PhD files, however, I was 

pleasantly surprised by the work I had done and realised that maybe I had not wasted all those 

years after all!  My interest in the subject was reignited and, with a renewed sense of purpose, 

I submitted a proposal to complete the research using a similar methodological approach to 

what I had settled upon back in 2012.   

 

It was at this point that one of my PhD supervisors asked if I had considered using 

autoethnography as part of my methodology, and this was a bit of an ‘eureka’ moment!  I had 

already dabbled with autoethnographic methods and could see that they could be a rich source 

of data, and so my PhD journey took an introspective turn.  My overarching aims remained 

the same, however: “to gain a holistic understanding of what affect the development of ethical 

behavioural intentions and their translation into actual ethical fashion consumption behaviours 

over time” and to make both theoretic and practical contributions to knowledge to help tackle 

some of the social, environmental and economic problems associated with fashion.   

 

 



1 
 

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The clothing and textile industry is one of the most significant in the world, contributing $2.4 

trillion to global manufacturing and employing 86 million people worldwide (UN Alliance for 

Sustainable Fashion, 2021).  Globally, around 53 million tonnes of clothing are sold each year, 

and this figure is projected to rise to 93 million tonnes by 2030 and 160 million tonnes by 2050 

as demand for fashion continues to grow, particularly in emerging markets such as Asia and 

Africa (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017).  The magnitude of these figures may be lost on 

readers like myself who are not experts in metric tonnages, especially in an age when we have 

become desensitised to millions, billions and trillions, and are easier to comprehend when 

thought of in terms of kilograms and spending per person and number of garments.  Figures 

published by the World Trade Organisation (WTO) reveal annual consumption of apparel 

reached 11.4 kg per capita in 2016, which is equivalent to 11 pairs of jeans and 13 t-shirts per 

person, and whilst purchase levels are considerably higher in developed economies, sales in 

countries such as China are also rising quickly (Quantis, 2018).  In many ways, the whole 

premise of the industry is about creating demand for newness – or  ‘fashions’ – and making 

the old obsolete, however this aspect has intensified in recent decades as a strategy known 

as ‘fast fashion’ has come to dominate the sector and retailers have increasingly focused on 

shortening trend cycles, lowering prices and encouraging more frequent purchasing (Joy et 

al., 2012, Jung and Jin, 2016).  This strategy is the antithesis to sustainability as consumers 

are enticed to purchase fashion with little regard to the impact on people and the planet (e.g. 

Shaw et al., 2006, Fletcher, 2008, Ritch, 2015), and consequently it presents an illuminating 

empirical context for exploring ethical aspects of consumption.  

 

1.2 Fashion retail and consumption in the UK 

Textile and clothing have played a key role in the economic and social history of the UK over 

the centuries. It was the establishment of large scale cotton mills in Lancashire and Yorkshire 

that largely gave rise to the first industrial revolution in the 18th century, and garment and textile 

manufacture remained a key employer of women in particular until the late 1970s.  The 

industry experienced a steady decline in the decades that followed: output fell by 64.7% 

between 1979 and 2013 and the number of employee jobs fell by 90.1% from 851,000 to 

85,000 over the same period (ONS, 2014). This was largely the result of global shift that took 

place over the period as retailers outsourced most of the labour-intensive aspects of 
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production to suppliers in emerging economies due to lower labour costs and the erosion of 

barriers to international trade (Jones, 2006, Dicken, 2007).  This in turn has had a significant 

impact on the price of clothing in the UK which have fallen by over 80% in real terms since the 

1970s (Cambridge Econometrics, 2015).   

 

Today, functions such as garment design, fibre production, fabric manufacture and garment 

assembly are typically undertaken by completely separate firms, and retailers source 

assembled products from multiple independently owned factories scattered across the globe 

(Rivoli, 2005, Hines, 2006).  Hines (ibid.) illustrated this vertical fragmentation of the industry 

by means of the process map in Figure 1, and retailers will often only have direct control of 

the stages highlighted in grey.  In reality, supply chains are even more complex however, and 

this is brought to life in Rivoli’s (2005) The Travels of a T–Shirt in the Global Economy where 

she follows the story of a simple item of clothing from a cotton field in Texas to a factory in 

China, and from trade negotiations in Washington to an used clothing market in Africa.  This 

fragmentation has in turn led to a breaking of ties between producers and consumers and 

social and environmental issues have become distant and difficult for customers to 

comprehend and relate to (Dickson, 2000).  It also means that fashion production systems are 

much more complex than the consumer goods that have been typically looked at in the ethical 

consumerism literature (Ritch, 2014).    

 

Figure 1: Process map of a fashion supply chain 
 

 
 
Source: Adapted from Hines (2006, p.4) 
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Despite the decline in clothing manufacturing in the UK, the fashion retail industry experienced 

considerable growth over the same period.  In March 2020, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the sector employed 517,000 people, and a further 147,000 were employed in associated 

wholesale and fashion and textile services (ONS, 2020). For a number of years, the sector 

was dominated by fashion multiples such as Marks and Spencer and British Home Stores 

(BHS) that sold their own branded clothes, and department stores such as Debenhams who 

retailed a number of different brands (Webb, 2006).  The rapid expansion of the fast fashion 

retailer Primark  in the mid-2000s was an early sign of the changes to come however, and the 

rise of out-of-town discount retailers and increased clothing sales by supermarkets such as 

Tesco and Asda put additional pressures on profit margins of traditional retailers.  Further 

disruption was subsequently caused by the emergence of internet-based retailers such as 

ASOS and Boohoo whose market shares grew rapidly as consumers became more 

accustomed with buying and returning clothes online (Statista, 2020).  Some retailers such as 

Next and John Lewis were able to adapt to these changes by adopting multichannel or ‘bricks 

and clicks’ retail strategies (Jones, 2015); however, others failed to invest early enough in new 

technologies, and this contributed to the demise of a number of key players including BHS 

and Debenhams (Neate, 2020).    

1.3 The life cycle of clothes 

When thinking of industries that have a harmful effect on the environment, it is sectors such 

as energy, transport and possibly food that typically come to mind. However, many 

organisations including the United Nations (2019) argue that the fashion industry is the second 

most polluting in the world after the oil industry.  Clothing and footwear manufacture alone 

account for an estimated 8.1% of annual global climate impacts and generate the equivalent 

of 3.9 billion metric tons of CO2 per year – more than all international flights and maritime 

shipping combined – and these figures are projected to rise by 49% by 2030 (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017, Quantis, 2018).  A recent life cycle analysis (LCA) of global apparel by the 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP, 2020) suggested that 12% of this climate 

impact arises at the fibre production stage.  Much of this is linked to the production of plastic-

based materials such as polyester, nylon and acrylic from non-renewable resources – and oil 

in the main – and the market share of these synthetic fibres has grown from under 20% to 

around 63% over the last 20 years (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, Textile Exchange, 

2018).  A further 26% of clothes are made from virgin cotton, and whilst its carbon footprint is 

lower, heavy use of oil-based fertilizers, chemical pesticides and insecticides, and large-scale 

industrial irrigation schemes, have caused considerable environmental harm and added to the 
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problem of water insecurity in areas such as the Aral Sea Basin in Uzbekistan and the Xinjiang 

region in China (Environmental Justice Foundation, 2012, Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017).   

 

Twelve percent of the climate impact of apparel arise at the yarn preparation or ‘spinning’ 

stage, and 10% from fabric weaving, knitting and bonding, and these stages increasingly take 

place in China (UNEP, 2020).  The majority of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions occur at the 

garment assembly stage however, and as a result of wet processing processes such as dyeing 

and finishing garments in particular which are energy intensive because of the large volume 

water that has be heated.  A high proportion of these stages are undertaken in China, India 

and Bangladesh, all of whom rely heavily on fossil fuels for energy production, and 

consequently they account for 36% of the climate impact of clothes (Ibid.).  The use of 

bleaching agents and other hazardous chemicals is a further problem, and poor wastewater 

management has led to water pollution and negative impacts on the health of workers, nearby 

communities and local ecosystems.   

 

Awareness of socio-economic harms caused by the industry is generally higher than 

environmental issues as fashion brands and retailers have faced considerable criticism over 

their social responsibility records (Klein, 2001, Dickson, 2000, Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004).  

The industry has created significant economic and export opportunities in a number of 

developing countries, and is a major employer of women in particular; however, it is also beset 

with poor labour practices including excessive working hours, low wages and unsafe working 

conditions (Dickson et al., 2009, ILO, 2016).  Most of the criticism has focused on the garment 

assembly stage, which is increasingly concentrated in south and east Asia.  Often, a marked 

power asymmetry exists between global retailers and the small and medium-sized enterprises 

that supply them, and a continual search for lower prices, better margins and shorter lead 

times has led many local employers to cut corners in order to remain competitive (UNEP, 

2020).   Bangladesh has come under particular scrutiny because of the country’s reliance on 

the ready-made garment sector, which accounted for 84.2% of the nation’s total exports in 

2019 (Statista, 2021), and following numerous industry related factory disasters, most notably 

the collapse of the Rana Plaza building in Dhaka in April 2013 where more than 1,138 workers 

were killed and more than 2,500 were injured (ILO, 2021).  A separate social life cycle analysis 

of a low-cost garment undertaken by UNEP (2020) found social risks were most likely to occur 

at the fibre production stage, however, especially in the cotton production sector where 

problems such as child labour, forced labour and discrimination against ethnic minority groups 

and women have been widely reported (e.g. Environmental Justice Foundation, 2012, 

Fairtrade Foundation, 2020, Zenz, 2020).   
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Whilst many of the environmental, social and economic impacts of fashion occur at the 

manufacturing and retail stages, the garment use phase also contributes substantially to the 

overall footprint of clothing.  This life cycle stage was excluded from the Quantis (2018) 

analysis – and the widely cited figure of 8.1% of global climate impacts the study attributes to 

fashion – because of variations between countries in terms of energy production and 

consumption behaviours.  When Allwood et al. (2006) conducted a LCA of an UK imported 

cotton T-shirt, however, they found 60% of the total energy consumption occurred during use 

assuming it was washed 25 times at 60°C and then tumble dried and ironed, and this dwarfed 

the energy use at the material, production and transportation phases.  The UNEP (2020) study 

in turn attributed 24% of the global climate impact of clothing to the use phase.  This illustrates 

the potential impact of changing consumer behaviour at this stage by washing less often at 

lower temperatures, using more environmentally friendly detergents, and shifting from tumble 

dryer to line drying.    

 

The biggest change in clothing use over recent decades, however, is the average number of 

times a garment is worn before it ceases to be used.  The trend toward cheaper, lower quality 

items has resulted in people keeping garments for an ever shorter time, with fast fashion items 

often worn 10 times or less before being discarded (Morgan and Birtwistle, 2009, Bianchi and 

Birtwistle, 2012).  Globally, clothing utilisation has decreased 36% over the last 15 years, and 

whilst this trend is most prevalent in developed countries such as the US where clothes are 

worn for around a quarter of the global average, the same pattern is also emerging in China 

where clothing utilisation decreased by 70% over the same period (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017).  In the UK, WRAP (2014) estimate that 820 kilo tonnes of clothing and 

household textiles are sent unnecessarily to landfill annually, costing the economy 

approximately £82 million in fees and landfill costs.  This also represents a considerable loss 

of material value, and the UN Alliance for Sustainable Fashion (2021) estimate the equivalent 

of $500 billion is lost every year due to clothing underutilisation and lack of recycling.  Crucially, 

it also represents a loss of opportunity to make significant reductions to climate impacts at 

other life stages by recycling fibres back into new materials and extending the useful life of 

clothes through re-use, repair and repurposing (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, Sandin et 

al., 2019). 

1.4 The role of the consumer  

Consumer concern about the ethics of clothing and textiles is not a new phenomenon, and 

there have been consumer and political campaigns for improvements in the industry for 

centuries.  Demand for workers in the cotton fields in America was one of the drivers of the 
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slave trade and the abolitionist movement that followed (Micheletti, 2008), and humanitarian 

campaigns against poor working conditions and the employment of children in cotton mills in 

England contributed to the passing of 1833 Factory Act and subsequent social reform acts in 

the 19th century (UK Parliament, 2021).  A National Consumers League was founded in the 

US in 1899 to oppose sweatshop labour, and it encouraged individual citizens to use their 

individual purchasing power to shape a more ethical market by buying apparel carrying their 

‘White Label’ (Boris, 2003).  Gandhi’s promotion of traditional khadi spinning and call on 

people to boycott industrially manufactured cloth from Britain was a central plank of the 

Swadeshi movement that ultimately led to Indian independence in 1947 (O'Hanlon and 

Washbrook, 2002).  The 1970s saw the emergence of the anti-fur movement which led to 

changes in social attitudes and norms about wearing fur, and this period also saw the rise of 

a ‘green consumerism’ movement which forced companies in various sectors to tackle 

environmental problems (Gabriel and Lang, 1995).  The shift towards outsourcing clothing 

manufacture to factories in emerging economies from the 1970s in turn led to the re-

emergence of concern about sweatshop labour as a key political issue, and to high-profile 

consumer boycott campaigns against global brands such as Nike and The Gap over labour 

violations in some of their supplier factories (Klein, 2001).  Ross (1997) described 1995 as 

“the year of the sweatshop” because of the intensity of the campaigning and level of public 

concern over the issue, and it led to a ‘code rush’ within the industry as retailers hurriedly 

introduced codes of conduct and factory audits in an attempt to answer critics and to protect 

themselves from reputational harm (Sum and Ngai, 2005). 

 

It is within this context that the term ‘ethical consumerism’ entered the popular and academic 

discourse in the mid-1990s to capture the coming together of consumer awareness and 

concern about environmental and social aspects of consumption (Strong, 1996).  The narrative 

in this early literature was that consumers were not only willing to boycott unethical 

businesses, but also interested in using their purchase ‘votes’ to reward ethical companies 

(Friedman, 1996, Dickinson and Carsky, 2005).  The early signs were promising. New ethical 

fashion brands were established, leading designers started to champion sustainable practices, 

and ‘green’ and ‘ethical’ alternatives started to appear on high street.  In 2005, the authors of 

the annual Ethical Consumerism Report declared that “green is the new black” following a 

30% increase in the sales of ethical apparel in the UK over the previous year (Williams et al., 

2005).  Pressure groups such as Labour Behind the Label and The Clean Clothes Campaign 

stepped up their efforts to raise awareness of problems within the industry; numerous reports 

were commissioned by governments into the environmental and social impacts of clothing 

(e.g. Madsen et al., 2007, Fisher et al., 2008); and fashion companies faced scrutiny in the 

media over labour conditions in their supply chains (e.g. BBC, 2008).  The industry responded 
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by joining multi-stakeholder bodies such as the Ethical Trading Initiative in the UK and the Fair 

Labor Organisation in the US in an effort to make sector-wide improvements, and by initiating 

corporate social responsibility and sustainability programmes (e.g. M&S, 2007).   In some 

cases, this led to notable improvements to working conditions and environmental performance 

(Dickson and Eckman, 2008), although in other cases they were little more than attempts at 

corporate ‘greenwashing’ (Roberts, 2010).    

 

As the previous discussion has illustrated, many of the problems that came under the spotlight 

during “the year of the sweatshop” still bedevil the industry over a quarter of a century later, 

and other environmental and socio-economic problems have been exacerbated by increases 

in the consumption and disposal of cheap, low quality, fast fashion.  Sales of ‘ethical’ clothing 

ranges remain low despite the fact that that a growing proportion of consumers profess to care 

about social and environmental issues, a discrepancy that is referred to in the literature as an 

‘attitude-behaviour gap’ (Carrington et al., 2010).  Some researchers have consequently gone 

as far as to suggest that this proves that the whole notion of an ‘ethical consumer’ is a myth 

(Carrigan and Attalla, 2001, Devinney et al., 2010) and that shoppers ultimately do not care 

enough about social and environmental problems to change their fashion consumption 

behaviours (Joergens, 2006).  However, have commentators been too quick to dismiss 

consumers as survey radicals and underestimated the potential impact they could yet have 

on the industry?  Could it be that a significant proportion of consumers are in fact ‘ethically 

minded’ (Carrington et al., 2010), but that they find themselves unable to enact genuine 

behavioural intentions and attitudes because of various barriers put in their way?  Do they 

have the necessary awareness and knowledge to make informed ethical choices, or are they 

overwhelmed by too much information and by the scale and complexity environmental and 

socio-economic problems within the industry?  Are socio-cultural pressures to be ‘fashionable’ 

and to be seen to be wearing the right brands too powerful for ethical fashion to break into the 

mainstream, or are social norms and behaviours starting to change?  And could it be that the 

wrong unit of measurement has been used in the literature and that a shift in focus from 

acquisition to the use and reuse phases might reveal ethical fashion consumption behaviours 

to be more embedded than the sales data suggest?  These are some of the initial questions 

that prompted the study and that will be explored in the remainder of the thesis.   

1.5 Aim and objectives of the study 

As I outlined in the Prologue, the overarching aim of the study was “to gain a holistic 

understanding of what factors affect the development of ethical behavioural intentions and 

their translation into actual ethical fashion consumption behaviours over time.”  This 
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necessitated looking at a broad range of behaviours and practices at the acquisition, 

consumption, possession and disposition stages over an extended timeframe. 

 

Addressing the ‘intention-behaviour’ gap is one of the main problems researchers have 

grappled with over the years.  My first objective thus focused on the formation of ethical 

intentions toward fashion, and I incorporated four sub-objectives relating to cognitive, 

informational, socio-cultural and situational/structural aspects of consumption:  

• Objective 1: To explore how ethical behavioural intentions relating to fashion form and 
develop over time 

• Objective 1a: To explore the relationship between cognitive ethical evaluations and 
behavioural intentions relating to fashion   

• Objective 1b: To explore the relationship between ethical awareness, understanding 
and knowledge and behavioural intentions relating to fashion   

• Objective 1c: To explore how ethical behavioural intentions relating to fashion are 
shaped by the socio-cultural and historic context  

• Objective 1d: To explore how ethical behavioural intentions relating to fashion are 
shaped by perceptions of behavioural control.   

 

One of the main gaps in the extant literature is a lack of focus on factors that moderate the 

translation of ethical behavioural intent into actual ethical behaviour (Carrington et al., 2010, 

Hassan et al., 2016).  I therefore sought to address this in my second objective and the sub-

objectives relating to cognitive, informational, socio-cultural and situational/structural aspects 

of consumption: 

• Objective 2: To evaluate how cognitive, informational, socio-cultural and structural 
factors enable and impede the translation of ethical behavioural intentions into actual 
ethical fashion consumption behaviours over time 

• Objective 2a: To explore the relationship between cognitive ethical evaluations and 
actual fashion consumption behaviours   

• Objective 2b: To explore the relationship between ethical information and 
knowledge and actual fashion consumption behaviours   

• Objective 2c: To explore how the translation of ethical behavioural intentions into 
actual ethical consumption behaviours is shaped by the socio-cultural and historic 
context  

• Objective 2d: To explore how the translation of ethical behavioural intentions into 
ethical consumption behaviours is shaped by degrees of actual behavioural control.   

 

The focus in the first two objectives was on generating empirically grounded findings to 

advance knowledge of the phenomenon of ethical consumerism and fashion; however, I also 

sought to address managerially relevant questions and to make practical recommendations to 
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help reduce some of the environmental and socio-economic problems outlined in Chapter 1.  

My third objective therefore was:  

• Objective 3: To identify ways for policymakers and practitioners to enable, encourage 
and catalyse ethical fashion consumption behaviours. 

 

The final contribution I sought to make was to assess the potential for adopting new, holistic 

methods to address sustainability concerns relating to complex, vertically fragmented supply 

chains such as fashion.  My fourth objective therefore was:  

• Objective 4: To evaluate the usefulness and effectiveness of introspective methods for 
studying (ethical) consumption behaviours. 

  

1.6 Structure of the thesis 

The structure of the thesis has gone through many iterations and has evolved over time, and 

in many ways the final structure I have settled upon follows a traditional linear, ‘logico-

deductive’ approach to presenting research findings (Charmaz, 2006), starting with a review 

of the extant literature, followed by an outline of the research methodology, a discussion of 

the findings and conclusions and recommendations.  The benefit of this approach is that it 

provides a clear and accessible narrative for readers; however, it does not reflect the iterative 

and inductive process I used to undertake the research or the order in which the chapters 

were drafted.  My search of the literature started back in 2007 as part of an MBA dissertation 

project and has continued ever since as I identified new studies and different strands of 

research.  The development of the research methodology was also an evolving process, and 

some of the methods that I ultimately used emerged during the data collection and analysis 

stages. As common themes and patterns started to emerge from the data, I used extant 

concepts and theories from the literature as an orientating frame of reference, and the findings 

chapters started to take shape.  Finally, I started writing the thesis in the spring of 2021, and 

this again was an iterative process where I drew on earlier drafts, notes and memos and 

continuously moved back and forth between the chapters.  

 

One of the key dilemmas I faced was in which person, tense and style to write.  The traditional 

convention in academic literature is for researchers to write impersonally and with a passive 

voice in order to distance themselves from the text (Saunders et al., 2016), but this approach 

has been challenged in recent decades by qualitative, feminist and queer researchers who 

have problematised notions of researcher detachment and privilege and called for a more 

reflexive approach  (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009).  My introspections were obviously written 

in the first person from the start as it would not be possible or desirable for me to distance 
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myself given I was the subject under investigation (Ellis and Bochner, 2000).  I wrote early 

drafts of other chapters in the third person however before my research took an introspective 

turn, and my intention until very late in the day was to write the main body of the thesis in the 

third person.  This was partly because of time pressures as I was worried changing my 

approach and rewriting everything would slow the process down, but I was also influenced by 

academic norms and had concerns that writing in the first person would reduce the credibility 

of the work.  I became increasingly uncomfortable with my original approach however as I was 

rewriting my methodology chapter, especially when trying to defend my axiological stance and 

embracement of subjectivity in the third person.  And so, I started writing a few paragraphs in 

the first person, then the whole chapter, and finally took the plunge and decided to write the 

whole thesis in this style.  Methodologically, I believe this approach is more coherent and 

consistent with my introspective approach, and I have also found the writing process much 

easier and enjoyable as a result. 

 

Chapter Two starts with an introspective account of my experience of searching, reviewing 

and critiquing the literature over a period of 15 years.  The rest of the chapter focuses on the 

ethical consumerism literature and is organised methodologically, reflecting the three main 

research traditions in the field.  First, I critically review studies that have adopted an economic 

approach and that have sought to identify, profile and measure the willingness of ‘ethical 

consumers’ to purchase ethically enhanced products.  I then evaluate studies that have utilised 

models from the field of social psychology to test the influence of cognitive factors such as 

values, beliefs and attitudes on ethical intent and behaviour.  Finally, I review interpretive 

approaches that have gained deeper, contextualised understandings of the phenomenon of 

ethical consumption using qualitative methods.  One of the key points I seek to make in this 

chapter is that, whilst there has been a tendency for researchers to work in methodological 

and paradigmatic silos, there are in fact commonalities in terms of the themes or ‘aspects’ of 

ethical consumption that have been tested or explored.  This is illustrated in Figure 2 where I 

summarise the 3 main methodological approaches on the vertical axis, and the 5 main 

thematic aspects of ethical consumption on the horizontal axis. 
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Figure 2: Summary of methodological approaches and aspects of consumption in the literature 

 

 

I interweave the literatures in Chapter Three by evaluating how the different methodological 

approaches have been used to study behavioural aspects of ethical fashion consumption.  I 

point to a tendency in both quantitative and qualitative research to focus on a single ethical 

dimension or concern, such as environmental responsibility or the welfare of garment workers, 

and a single manifestation of ethical behaviour such as purchasing organic cotton or avoiding 

clothes made under sweatshop conditions.  My argument, however, is that ethical 

consumerism is a multidimensional construct and that researchers should look more 

holistically at behaviours at the acquisition, consumption, possession and disposition stages 

(Arnould and Thompson, 2005).   

 

I adopted a thematic approach in Chapter Four and focused on the four other aspects of 

ethical fashion consumption looked at in the literature.  The role of cognitive factors has been 

extensively researched, in particular the influence of values and attitudes on behaviour, 

however phenomenological studies have highlighted the complexity of ethical meaning-

making.  Researchers who have focused on informational aspects have often pointed to the 

difficulties faced by consumers in accessing the information needed to make informed ethical 

choices, however others have suggested that people are overwhelmed by too much 

information.  The normative effect of the views of referent others such as family and friends 

has been widely tested, however the influence of other social aspects such culture, habits, 

history and social roles are under-researched.  Similarly, perceived barriers to ethical fashion 

consumption purchases have been extensively measured, but the influence of actual 

situational and structural factors on behaviour have not been studied to the same extent.  

 

Chapter Five describes and defends my methodological approach.  I begin by explaining why 

I adopted a critical realist ontological and epistemological stance, and how this led me to 

employ a multi-method approach to data collection that combined a critical personal 
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introspection of my own experiences as a consumer-researcher with analysis of the actual 

contents of my wardrobe; I also collected personal introspections from other consumer-

researchers so that I could compare my own experiences with others.  I describe and defend 

these methods and my sampling approach and discuss ethical considerations relating to 

introspective methods.  Next, I explain how and why I used a hermeneutic framework 

developed by Thompson (1997) to analyse the texts of the consumption stories and the 

contents of my wardrobe, and conclude by outlining how I sought to establish the 

trustworthiness and authenticity of the research. 

 

The next three chapters present the findings of the study.  My personal introspection, which is 

presented in full in Appendix E, is critically evaluated in Chapter Six where I look at 

behavioural, cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural influences on my 

intentions and behaviour over time.  Chapter Seven presents the findings of the analysis of 

the actual content of my wardrobe.  The findings from the analysis of the texts of other 

consumption stories are then presented in Chapter Eight.  

 

I discuss how the research specifically relates to the extant literature in Chapter Nine – and  

the conceptual, theoretic and managerial implications of the study.  Final conclusions and 

recommendations are then presented in Chapter Ten, where I also discuss the contribution 

of the study to knowledge and the limitations of the research. 
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CHAPTER 2:  APPROACHES TO ETHICAL CONSUMERISM  

2.1 Introduction 

In the opening Prologue, I described how the process of writing this literature review started 

back in 2007 when working on an MBA thesis on the ‘rise’ of ethical consumerism and its 

implications for the fashion industry.  Researchers had studied social, environmental and 

ethical aspects of consumption for a number of years prior to this (Newholm et al., 2015), but 

the term ‘ethical consumerism’ was still a relatively new addition to the academic and popular 

discourse.  Early adopters included the Ethical Consumer Research Association (ECRA) who 

started publishing the Ethical Consumer magazine in 1989 (ECRA, 2001). Numerous 

academic papers and reports on the subject were published over the years that followed, and 

in 2005, ECRA founding member, Rob Harrison, co-edited a book entitled The Ethical 

Consumer with Terry Newholm and Deirdre Shaw.  This brought together academic and 

market researchers from the fields of accounting, banking, business ethics, food policy, 

geography, marketing, philosophy and social science (Harrison et al., 2005) and it has had 

considerable influence on my research and thinking over the years. 

 

The key strength of The Ethical Consumer is that it is multidisciplinary in its approach and 

draws on economic, psychological and interpretive approaches to social research.  From the 

start, I have conceptualised ethical consumerism (EC) to be a multidimensional phenomenon, 

and being based in an interdisciplinary research centre that spanned business, geography, 

law, psychology and the social sciences helped further enshrine this way of thinking.  

However, my holistic approach also proved to be problematic in terms of narrowing the focus 

of my research. Over the years, I have been drawn to numerous different theoretical 

approaches including theories of marketing ethics (Hunt and Vitell, 1986), values (Schwartz, 

1992), planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), information economics (Stigler, 1961) and consumer 

culture (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) to name a few.  I have spent years searching the 

EBSCO Business Source Premier database and other sources, compiling grids summarising 

and critiquing the methodological approaches and findings of hundreds of papers.  The 

complexity of the search was exacerbated by the multiplicity of terms and labels that have 

been used by different researchers and in different disciplines (Carrington et al., 2020); these 

include anti-consumerism (Humphery, 2009), consumer citizenship (Soper and Trentmann, 

2008), consumer social responsibility (Caruana and Chatzidakis, 2014), consumption ethics 

(Newholm et al., 2015), mindful consumption (Sheth et al., 2011), prosocial consumption 

(Ross and Kapitan, 2018), radical consumption (Littler, 2008) and sustainable consumption 

(Jackson, 2006).  Numerous different methodological categorisations have also been used 
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when reviewing the literature, for example rational, behaviourist, economic, quantitative, 

positivist, information processing, cognitive, psychological, individual, collective, sociological, 

qualitative, interpretivist, phenomenological, constructivist and naturalistic.  In the end, I have 

gone back to where I started and have used the term ‘ethical consumerism’ throughout the 

thesis, although my conceptualisation of both ‘ethics’ and ‘consumption’ is broad and includes 

behaviours at the acquisition, consumption, possession and disposition stage (Arnould and 

Thompson, 2005).  I have also returned to the 3 original methodological categorisations that I 

used in the first draft of this chapter back in 2012 and have organised it methodologically, 

starting with a review of economic approaches, then psychological approaches and finally 

interpretive approaches.  My conceptual thinking evolved during the data analysis stages, 

however, and five ‘aspects’ of consumption – behavioural, cognitive, informational, socio-

cultural and situational/structural – emerged as key themes from the data, and I therefore used 

these as ‘lenses’ to further explore the literature in this final draft.   

 

Given the number of articles that I have reviewed over the years, it was not possible to critique 

of all of them in this chapter and I had to make interpretive choices about what to include 

(Thompson, 1997).  I focused primarily on empirical studies undertaken with consumers 

published in peer reviewed journals and cite 94 different studies that tested or explored 

different behaviours, models and/or concepts.  Subsequent analysis of my references 

revealed that these were fairly evenly split between quantitative and qualitative studies and 

were mainly drawn from marketing and management journals, notably the Journal of Business 

Ethics (15), International Journal of Consumer Studies (11), European Journal of Marketing 

(6), Journal of Business Research (6) and the Journal of Marketing Management (6).   I also 

drew on articles from other fields including sociology, psychology, geography, food production, 

hospitality and tourism (see Table 23 in the Appendices for a full summary). 
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2.2 Economic Approaches  

Marketing as a discipline has traditionally been underpinned by ideas from classical 

economics where consumers are viewed as rational, self-interested individuals who, when 

faced with choices, weigh up the benefits and costs of different actions and choose the option 

they expect to provide them with the maximum ‘utility’ (Scott, 2000).  This narrow, 

individualistic view of consumers as economic utility maximisers is problematic when it comes 

to ethical consumerism as it suggests individuals will be largely indifferent to external factors 

such as the plight of the planet and people less fortunate than themselves.  Indeed, the whole 

notion of socially and environmentally responsible consumption runs counter to traditional 

economic theory as it requires individuals to make choices that benefit others, often at a cost 

to themselves.  Advocates of EC coming from this tradition overcame this problem by 

conceptualising social and environmental issues in much the same way as traditional product 

attributes and treating ethical credentials as functional benefits that consumers could evaluate 

alongside other attributes such as price and quality.  This whole approach relied on the 

existence of a specific sub-set of consumers who were willing to ascribe value to – and that 

would derive utility from – social and environmental benefits, and re-reading and introspecting 

on my early research revealed the extent to which my own thinking was influenced by this 

view of the world in the early days.   

 

The apparent rise in ethical consumerism was attributed to a number of factors in the literature 

including greater availability and improvements in the quality of ethical products (Strong, 

1997); increased levels of knowledge and information about ethical issues due to the high 

prominence given to environmental and social concerns in mainstream media (Roberts, 1996, 

Strong, 1996); the emergence of campaigning pressure groups and a wave of alternative 

consumer organisations such as the Ethical Consumer Research Association in the UK and 

the Fair Labor Organization in the US (Strong, 1996, Gabriel and Lang, 1995, Harrison et al., 

2005); and mounting concerns about the impact of multinational companies, globalisation and 

modern consumption on the environment and society (Klein, 2001).  Some studies also 

pointed to a shift in market power toward customers drawing on notions of consumer votes 

and consumer sovereignty (Dickinson and Carsky, 2005).  

 

Economists have long used the expression ‘consumer votes’ to describe individual product 

choices; Fetter (1907, p.394) for example argued that “every buyer... determines in some 

degree the direction of industry. The market is a democracy where every penny gives the right 

to vote.”  Much of the early EC literature followed this logic and purported that sovereign 

consumers could determine the fate of products and services through their purchasing votes 
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(Dickinson, 1991, Dickinson and Carsky, 2005).  Socially responsible consumers whose 

power had traditionally been limited to punishing unethical companies through boycotts now 

found they could also encourage improved behaviour through positive buying or ‘buycotts’ 

(Friedman, 1991, Friedman, 1996), and it was assumed the market would respond by 

introducing more socially responsible products and services (Dickinson and Carsky, 2005, 

Titus and Bradford, 1996).   

2.2.1 Identifying and profiling ethical consumers 

In the early days, ethical consumers were treated as a new, lucrative niche market and 

corporate responsibility was presented as a potential source of competitive advantage. There 

had been some attempts since the late 1960s to identify and profile socially responsible 

consumers (e.g. Berkowitz and Lutterman, 1968, Anderson and Cunningham, 1972, Webster, 

1975) and this search now accelerated in the 1990s in what was later characterised as a ‘hunt’ 

for green and ethical consumers (Peattie, 2001).  Reports, papers and specialist books were 

published on these new, exceptional consumers and market research companies conducted 

large scale surveys of representative samples of the population to measure and track 

consumer opinion on corporate responsibility (Worcester and Dawkins, 2005).  These surveys 

repeatedly showed concern about the social and environmental impact of consumption 

amongst a sizable proportion of the population.  MORI for example found the degree of social 

responsibility showed by a company was very important to 44% of the representative quota 

sample of 976 British adults they surveyed in 2002 (MORI, 2002).  Researchers went on to try 

to profile these socially and environmentally concerned consumers and to identify ‘types’ that 

were more likely to purchase ethical products in future.  Most concluded that ethical 

consumers were middle age, of a higher social grade and better educated (e.g. Worcester and 

Dawkins, 2005), although some questioned the link between consumer social responsibility 

and social status (Roberts, 1996).   

 

Subsequent studies tested how much of a price premium ethical products could command in 

the market using either survey and/or experimental methods.  These included studies of 

willingness to pay more for fairtrade coffee (e.g. Basu and Hicks, 2008, Didier and Lucie, 

2008), fairtrade food (e.g. Rousu and Corrigan, 2008) and animal and environmentally friendly 

soap (e.g. Auger et al., 2003).  Most found evidence of a willingness to pay more for ethically 

enhanced goods, and manufacturers and retailers responded by developing new, ‘ethical’ 

products and brands targeted at this potentially lucrative niche market.  These efforts drew 

either implicitly or explicitly on Porter’s (1980) strategies for achieving competitive advantage 
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and often simply entailed introducing new versions of conventional commercial goods with 

green or ethical ‘add-ons’ to differentiate them from other products (Crane, 2001).  

2.2.2 Valuing ethical consumer markets 

The field of economics has traditionally focused on what is ‘revealed’ by consumers in the 

marketplace when attempting to assess individual or collective preferences (Samuelson, 

1938).  Much of the early EC research adopted a similarly economic approach, and the primary 

units of measurement were sales figures and data on market share and penetration.  This 

process was aided by the publication of the first Ethical Purchasing Index in in 1999, and the 

results were initially promising.  Ethical consumerism was valued at just under £10 billion in 

the UK in 1999 (Cowe and Williams, 2000, Williams and Doane, 2001) and the results in 

subsequent years showed steady increases.  By 2005, the ethical market was valued at £29.3 

billion and was said to have overtaken tobacco and alcohol sales for the first time (Co-

operative Bank, 2007).  Positive economic data of this nature, together with the high-profile 

success of ethical brands such as Ben and Jerry’s and The Body Shop, spurred a growing 

number of mainstream manufactures and retailers to enter the ethical market in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s.  Yet despite this early enthusiasm, actual sales of ‘ethical’ products were 

disappointing overall and rarely achieved anything more than a few percentage points in 

market share. Comfortable expectations of a niche of ethical consumers who would behave 

consistently and rationally across all product categories and in all purchase situations proved 

largely unfounded (Belz and Peattie, 2010).  Attempts to profile ethical consumers along socio-

demographic dimensions produced largely inconsistent and conflicting results and pointed to 

a large degree of heterogeneity (Roberts, 1996, Straughan and Roberts, 1999, Ozcaglar-

Toulouse et al., 2006, Eckhardt et al., 2010).  A lack of consistency between stated concerns 

and actual behaviour came to be labelled as the ‘attitude-behaviour gap’ (Carrington et al., 

2010) and became a source of disappointment for both researchers and practitioners.  It led 

some to question the integrity of consumer claims to care about social responsibility and to 

conclude that the whole notion of an ethical consumer was a myth (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001) 

and a number of firms abandoned social product development and positioning due to lower 

than expected sales (Devinney et al., 2010). 

 

The most common explanation put forward in the literature for this gap between stated 

intention to consume ethically and actual behaviour was that the measures used were 

distorted by social desirability bias (e.g. Boulstridge and Carrigan, 2000, Auger and Devinney, 

2007). It had long been recognised that questionnaires have a tendency to prompt responses 

that present a person in a favourable light (e.g. Taylor, 1961, Podsakoff and Organ, 1986) and 
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this problem appeared to be amplified when asking questions about social and environmental 

responsibility where the social inappropriateness of stating that one purchased unethically 

could cause consumers to respond with socially acceptable answers (Wagner, 1997, Carrigan 

and Attalla, 2001).  It was also argued that participants drew information from the topic and 

wording of surveys to arrive at their answers and were prone to provide unrealistically positive 

responses to questions that were clearly intended to measure ethical attitudes and behaviours 

(Crane, 1999, Devinney et al., 2010).  

 

Social desirability bias and problems with survey designs go some way to explaining the gap 

between intention and behaviour, however there are more fundamental ontological and 

epistemological problems with many of the economic rational studies of ethical consumerism.  

An overreliance on surveys meant the results were abstracted from the day-to-day lives of 

consumers and failed to account for the social embeddedness of consumption.  Empirical 

evidence suggested that an increasing number of consumers had absorbed the values of 

ethical consumerism and intended to consume more ethically than they actually ended up 

doing (Carrington et al 2010).  These ‘ethically minded’ (Carrington et al., 2010, 

Papaoikonomou et al., 2011, Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher, 2016)  or ‘conscious consumers’ 

(Szmigin et al., 2009, McEachern et al., 2010) were hampered, however, by various situational 

constraints and competing demands at the point of purchase (Szmigin et al., 2009).  Economic 

rationalists have therefore been too quick to dismiss consumers as survey radicals and have 

failed to unravel how situational barriers prevent consumers from translating behavioural intent 

into actual behaviour.   

 

A further problem with this strand of research is that sales figures are often the wrong unit of 

measurement.  It is not surprising that the success or lack of success of ethical consumerism 

was initially measured using sales data as much of the early research was commercially driven 

(Worcester and Dawkins, 2005).  However, only a limited number of pro-environmental and 

pro-social behaviours are revealed through purchases.  Other manifestations include 

voluntary simplicity where consumers reduce consumption for social and environmental 

reasons (Shaw and Newholm, 2002, McGouran and Prothero, 2016); boycotts of companies 

and products on ethical grounds (Klein et al., 2004); and harm reduction behaviours such as 

reduced energy use and recycling (Sudbury-Riley and Kohlbacher, 2016).  This was reflected 

in part in early versions of the Ethical Purchasing Index, for example the total valuation of £5.4 

billion for ethical food in 2005 included £2.3 billion in boycotts (Co-operative Bank, 2007).  

There remains a need to develop non-economic indices and measurements to gain a 

meaningful understanding of the scale and prevalence of non-purchase-related behaviours 



 

19 
 

and practices and to gain a more holistic understanding of the prevalence of ethical 

consumerism. 

2.2.3 The economics of information 

One of the other barriers to EC cited in the economic literature was a lack of ethical information 

and labelling at the point-of-purchase.  Consumer behaviourists have long been influenced by 

linear models of communication (e.g. Shannon and Weaver, 1949) where the seller (the 

“sender”) transmits marketing messages to be decoded by the consumer (the “receiver”), and 

by rational decision making models that suggest consumers go through sequential problem 

recognition, information search and evaluation of alternatives stages before purchasing a 

product or service (Solomon et al., 2016, Kotler et al., 2017).  Stigler (1961) argued in his 

Economics of Information Theory that consumers would not search for information indefinitely, 

however, because they would reach a point where the utility of searching would outweigh the 

benefits.  

 

The early literature suggested sovereign, ethical consumers would make conscious and 

informed choices to affect positive change if the information was readily available.  Survey 

results seemed to support this argument, with three-quarters of the respondents to the 

aforementioned MORI survey stating that their decisions would be influenced if they had more 

information about the ethical behaviour of companies (MORI, 2002, Worcester and Dawkins, 

2005), and 80% percent of respondents to a similar nationwide survey in the US said they 

were interested in social labels (Howard and Allen, 2010).  Zadek et al. (1998, p.1) defined 

social labels as “the words and symbols on products which seek to influence the economic 

decisions of one set of stakeholders by providing an assurance about the social and ethical 

impact of a business process on another group of stakeholders” and a number of studies 

looked at their role.  These often drew on Spence’s (1976) Signalling Theory which is based 

around the idea that that two parties can get around the problem of asymmetric information 

by having one party send a signal to the other.     

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, social labelling is not a new phenomenon, and its origins can be 

traced back to the White Label movement in the US in the 1890s.  It gained new momentum 

in the 1990s as more companies sought to signal social and environmental responsibility to 

ethically conscious consumers.  Social labelling became an industry in itself and there were 

reportedly 240 different ethical labelling schemes in Europe alone by the mid-2000s (De 

Pelsmacker and Janssens, 2007).  Economic researchers used experimental and survey 

methods to test the influence of ‘eco’ and ethical labels on consumer preferences and 
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purchasing behaviour (e.g. Tang et al., 2004, De Pelsmacker et al., 2005b) and their 

willingness to pay more for ethically labelled goods (e.g. Anderson and Hansen, 2004, Prasad 

et al., 2004, De Pelsmacker et al., 2005a, Basu and Hicks, 2008, Didier and Lucie, 2008).  

One of the problems with this approach, however, is that it assumes increasing knowledge 

about social responsibility will lead to a reasoned response (Belz and Peattie, 2010).  As 

others have argued, information processing can be mediated by cognitive factors such as 

consumer scepticism and mistrust of some sources of information (Karstens and Belz, 2006); 

socio-cultural factors such as living in a society where people are often overloaded with 

information from competing sources (OECD, 2002); and by structural barriers such as a lack 

of infrastructure to act in a sustainable way (Stern, 1999).  Survey and experimental methods 

have struggled to capture these aspects and the influence of external factors, and many 

researchers have failed to recognise that the fact that consumers ask for information about 

ethical attributes does not necessarily mean they will use it (Schaefer and Crane, 2005, 

Thøgersen, 2005).   
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2.3 Psychological Approaches 

The 1960s saw a paradigm shift (Kuhn, 1962, 1970) in consumer behaviour literature away 

from a traditional economic view of consumers as utility maximisers toward psychological 

approaches to the study of behaviour.  This new approach emerged in the field of social 

psychology and quickly came to dominate the field of consumer research (Marsden and Littler, 

1998).  Researchers began to conceptualise human behaviour in a more nuanced way and 

modelled the influence of cognitive factors such as values, beliefs, attitudes and social norms 

on consumption behaviour using survey and experimental methods, and this approach has 

been widely used in the EC literature over the last the last three decades. Some of the studies 

utilised models developed specifically for the study of ethics in marketing contexts, for example 

the Hunt-Vitell Theory of Ethics (Hunt and Vitell, 1986, Hunt and Vitell, 1993, Hunt and Vitell, 

2006).  The theory draws on the deontological and teleological traditions in moral philosophy 

and suggests that individuals evaluate the inherent rightness and wrongness of behaviour (i.e. 

deontological evaluation) and the perceived consequences of their action (i.e. teleological 

evaluation) when confronted by a problem perceived as having an ethical element.  Most 

studies drew on more established models from field of social psychology, however, and in 

particular Schwartz's Theory of Value Contents and Structure (Schwartz, 1992, 1994) and 

Fishbein and/or Ajzen’s Expectancy-Value Model (Fishbein, 1963, 1967), Theory of Reasoned 

Action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980) and Theory of Planned 

Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991).   

2.3.1 The role of values  

The first set of studies drawing on psychological perspectives focused on deontological ethics, 

and in particular the role of values in shaping behaviour.  Rokeach (1973, p.5) defined ‘value’ 

as: “an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally 

or socially preferable to an opposite or converse mode of conduct or state of existence.”   

Values are therefore long-lasting ideas about the importance, worth or usefulness of 

something, and a person’s judgement about what is right or wrong.  It is widely accepted in 

the wider field of consumer behaviour that values play an important role in shaping 

consumption practices (e.g. Kahle et al., 1986, Evans et al., 2009, Solomon et al., 2006) and 

many ethical consumerists have utilised value-based theories.  Most of these studies have 

drawn on Schwartz's (1992, 1994) work on the structure of content of human values across 

different cultures where he grouped 56 different individual values into 10 universal value types 

and 4 value dimensions (see Table 1).  The interplay between these values and their link with 

motivational goals have been empirically tested in a number of different cultural contexts using 

the Schwartz Value Survey (SVS) or Portrait Value Questionnaire (PVQ) instruments where 
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respondents were asked to rate the importance of each individual value as a guiding principle 

in their life using Likert type scales (Schwartz, 1992, Schwartz et al., 2001). 

 

Table 1: Schwartz’s value types and their motivational goals 

Value 

dimensions (4) 

Value types 

(10) 

Individual values (56)  Motivational goal 

Self-

transcendence 

Universalism  Protecting the environment, a 

world of beauty, unity with 

nature, broad-minded, social 

justice, wisdom, equality, a 

world at peace, inner harmony 

Understanding, appreciation, 

tolerance, and protection for the 

welfare of all people and for 

nature 

Benevolence Helpful, honest, forgiving, 

loyal, responsible, true 

friendship, a spiritual life, 

mature love, meaning of life 

Preservation and enhancement 

of the welfare of people with 

whom one is in frequent 

personal contact  

Self 

enhancement 

Power Social power, authority, 

wealth, preserving public 

image, social recognition 

Social status and prestige, 

control or dominance over 

people and resources   

Achievement Successful, capable, 

ambitious, influential, 

intelligent, self-respect (1) 

Personal success through 

demonstrating competence 

according to social standards 

Hedonism Pleasure, enjoying life Pleasure and sensuous 

gratification for oneself  

Openness to 

change 
Stimulation Daring, a varied life, an 

exciting life 

Excitement, novelty, and 

challenge in life 

Self-

direction 

Creativity, curious, freedom, 

choosing own goals, 

independent, self-respect (2) 

Independent thought and action 

– choosing, creating, exploring  

Conservation Tradition Devout, accepting portion in 

life, humble, moderate, 

respect for tradition, 

detachment 

Respect, commitment, and 

acceptance of the customs and 

ideas that traditional culture or 

religion provide  

Conformity Politeness, honouring parents 

and elders, obedient, self-

discipline 

Restraint of actions, inclinations, 

and impulses likely to upset or 

harm others and violate social 

expectations or norms  
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Security Clean, national security, social 

order, family security, 

reciprocation of favours, 

health, sense of belonging 

Safety, harmony, and stability of 

society, of relationships, and of 

self  

Source: Based on Schwartz (1992, 1994)  

 

My search of the literature identified 5 studies published in peer-reviewed journals that 

empirically tested Schwartz’s theory in the broader EC literature, and Table 20 in the 

Appendices provides a summary of the data collection methods, sampling approaches and 

focal behaviour(s) in the studies.  All looked at either organic or fairtrade food products and 

relied on questionnaires to collect their data.  Thøgersen et al. (2015) focused on behavioural 

beliefs, Yamoah et al. (2016) looked at intention to purchase, and Krystallis et al. (2008), 

Doran (2009) and Thøgersen (2011) asked participants to self-report on how often they had 

purchased such products in the past.  Doran (2009) and Thøgersen et al. (2015) tested all 10 

of the value types identified by Schwartz (1992, 1994) whilst Krystallis et al. (2008) and 

Thøgersen (2011) only looked at 7, and Yamoah et al. (2016) focused on universalism and 

self-direction type values.  All of the studies found a significant relationship between 

universalism and ethical intent or behaviour, but the findings relating to the other value types 

were less consistent.   

 

One of the underlying problems with these studies is that the 10 value types suggested by 

Schwartz are too broad in the context of ethical consumerism, and the findings of an 

exploratory study of the role of values by Shaw et al. (2005) demonstrate this point.  They 

explored the meaning and importance of all 56 individual values using a combination of focus 

groups, questionnaires and in-depth interviews.  When they subsequently analysed the results 

for security type values, they found health was important for 91% of the respondents but that 

only 48% placed importance on social order, and the comparable figure for national security 

was 36%.   Likewise, in the benevolence category, being responsible was an important value 

for 85% of the sample, but only 18% placed importance on living a spiritual life.  This raises 

questions about the meaningfulness of aggregating different values together into 10 value 

types and points to the limitation of relying solely on survey instruments such as the SVS and 

PVQ when studying the ethics of consumption.   

2.3.2 The role of attitudes, norms and perceptions  

The second strand of cognitive modelling literature drew on models and theories developed 

by Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen that have been widely used elsewhere in the fields of 

consumer behaviour and social psychology.  Fishbein’s initial focus was on the relationship 
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between Attitude (ATT) and Behavioural Intention (BI).  Attitudes are defined in the field of 

marketing as “a person’s consistently favourable or unfavourable evaluations, feelings and 

tendencies toward an object or an idea” (Kotler et al., 2017, p. 153), and Fishbein theorised in 

his Expectancy-Value (E-V) Model that a person’s attitude towards an object or idea was a 

function of two factors: their behavioural beliefs about an object or idea, and their evaluation 

of the probable outcome(s) of behaving in a certain way (Fishbein, 1963, 1967).  When applied 

to products, it is argued that attitudes are formed from a combination of personal beliefs about 

the desirability of different attributes and an evaluation of the expected utility or value resulting 

from purchase; and when applied to ethics, attitudes are conceptualised to be formed from a 

combination of deontological evaluations of the inherent rightness and wrongness of a 

behaviour (i.e. behavioural beliefs) and teleological evaluations of the probable consequences 

of an action (i.e. outcome evaluation).  Attitudes are then theorised to be a direct antecedent 

of a person’s intention to perform a given behaviour, and intention is assumed to capture the 

factors that motivate behaviour. 

 

One of the key limitations of the E-V Model is that it focuses solely on cognitive aspects and 

does not capture social and situational influences on behaviour.  It is widely recognised in the 

field of consumer behaviour that other members of society such as family members, friends 

and peers play a key role in shaping the intentions and behaviours of individuals (e.g. Evans 

et al., 2009, Solomon and Rabolt, 2009, Rath et al., 2015, Solomon et al., 2016).  Fishbein 

and Ajzen therefore sought to address this in their Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) by 

incorporating a Subjective Norm (SN) variable to measure social influences on intent (Fishbein 

and Ajzen, 1975, Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980).  Subjective norms were theorised to be a function 

of normative beliefs about whether or not important others would approve of the action in 

question, and a person’s level of motivation to comply with the views of these referent others 

(Ibid.).   

 

Ajzen (1991) subsequently further extended the model in his Theory of Planned Behaviour 

(TPB) by including a measure of Perceived Behavioural Control (PBC) to capture situational 

influences on behaviour.  He conceptualised PBC as a person’s beliefs that they have the 

necessary opportunities, resources and power to perform the action of interest, and theorised 

it to be a direct influence on both behavioural intent and actual behaviour (Ibid.). The paper 

included examples of behaviours that had been looked at using the TPB including donating 

money to the Red Cross, losing weight and participating in an election, and he subsequently 

used the model to predict unethical consumption behaviours such as cheating, shoplifting and 

lying (Beck and Ajzen, 1991). 
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Figure 3: The Theories of Reasoned Action (TRA) and Planned Behaviour (TPB) 

 

Source: Based on Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) and Ajzen (1991) 

 

Figure 3 depicts the theories in the form of a structural diagram and illustrates how the 

relationship between the variables is conceptualised to be linear, reasoned and planned.  My 

search of the literature identified 24 studies that tested the E-V, TRA or TPB models in an 

ethical consumption context published in peer-reviewed journals over the last three decades, 

and a tabular summary of the data collection methods, sampling approaches, behavioural 

focus and variables tested is included in the Appendices (see Table 21).  This list is not 

exhaustive, however, and the influence of the theories can be seen on a number of other 

quantitative and qualitative studies in the field.  All the studies used self-completion 

questionnaires as their primary method of data collection and the sample sizes were generally 

large, ranging from 222 (Michaelidou and Hassan, 2008) to 1,283 (Honkanen et al., 2006) with 

an average of 584.  Four main sampling approaches were adopted: many used probability or 

quota sampling to try and ensure participants were representative of the general population 

(Arvola et al., 2008, Graafland, 2017); others sampled shoppers at particular shopping outlets 

(e.g. Zhou et al., 2013, Yamoah et al., 2016) or attendees at particular events (e.g. Song et 

al., 2012); whilst others used forms of convenience sampling, usually drawing on 

undergraduate students (e.g. Beck and Ajzen, 1991, Pinna, 2020).  The problem with these 

approaches is that participants often had limited experience of, and knowledge of, the ethical 

consumption behaviours of interest.  Other researchers sought to overcome this problem by 

sampling consumers with heightened levels of ethical concern and awareness, for example 

Shaw and her colleagues surveyed subscribers to the Ethical Consumer Magazine (Shaw et 

al., 2000, Shaw and Shiu, 2002).  Whilst this reduces the generalisability of the studies, the 

findings are more meaningful as participants had experience and knowledge of the ethical 

issue(s) and/or behaviours of interest.  Almost all of the early studies were conducted in 

developed economies, but there has been a growing focus on emerging markets such as 
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China, India and Indonesia in recent years (e.g. Zhou et al., 2013, Paul et al., 2016, Arli et al., 

2018).  Most of the early studies focused on grocery products such as organic and fairtrade 

food and other relatively uncomplicated purchase behaviours; however, the models have been 

used to test broader behaviours over the last decade including intention to visit ‘green’ hotels 

and environmentally friendly festivals (e.g. Han et al., 2010, Song et al., 2012, Teng et al., 

2015) and willingness to participate in other behaviours such as cycling, donating to charity 

and supporting fairtrade organisations (e.g. Chatzidakis et al., 2016, Hosta and Zabkar, 2021). 

 

The TPB constructs are operationalised in these studies by means of rating questions where 

responses are collected using Likert-type scales.  In the Shaw et al. (2000) and Shaw and 

Shiu (2002) studies for example, ATT was measured using responses to the following 

statement: "in general, my attitude towards purchasing a fair trade product is... (favourable to 

unfavourable)"; SN was measured using the following statement: "most people who are 

important to me think I should purchase fair trade grocery products (likely to unlikely)”; PBC 

was measured using the following statement:  "for me the purchase of fair trade grocery 

products is.... (easy to difficult)”; and BI was measured using the following statement: "the next 

time you go grocery shopping how likely are you to purchase a fair trade product (likely to 

unlikely)” (Shaw et al., 2000, pp. 893-894).  There are a number of limitations to this approach, 

however.  The E-V, TRA and TPB models were designed to measure attitudes toward an 

‘object’ rather than general attitudes, whereas “fair trade grocery products” is quite a general 

category.  This problem was exacerbated in studies that tested intention to purchase ‘green’ 

or ‘ethical’ products using samples with no particular interest in, or experience of, green or 

ethical consumption (e.g. Paul et al., 2016, Pinna, 2020).   The inclusion of the subjective norm 

construct went some way to capturing social influences on behaviour, but asking questions 

about ‘important’ others and/or aggregating the results for family, friends and others into a 

single measure of SN meant the relative effect of these different groups could not be 

assessed.  The influence of other socio-cultural aspects such as customs, habits, history, 

reference groups, roles, social media and upbringing were also often neglected because of 

the need to reduce problems into small propositions that could be measured using Likert-type 

scales.  The PBC construct in turn captured the influence of some situational and structural 

influences on intent, but as Ajzen (1991) himself recognised, perceptions of control rarely 

reflect actual behavioural control and the practical difficulties of consuming ethically may 

therefore have been under- or over-estimated because a lack of actual experience (Wagner, 

1997).  As with the economic approaches, a methodological reliance on survey methods was 

a further limitation given the propensity for consumers to be influenced by social desirability 

bias (Ibid.) and the limited scope for exploring the beliefs and evaluations of consumers in 

depth.   
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There were various attempts in the literature to address these limitations and to improve 

predictive power of the models.  Some studies sought to add to the specificity of the attitude 

object, for example Arvola et al. (2008) measured intention to purchase organic apples and a 

ready-to-cook pizza and Vermeir and Verbeke (2008) used an advert for a hypothetical 

sustainable dairy brand as a stimulus.  The prospective and/or hypothetical nature of the 

behaviours meant the results were still abstracted from natural shopping environment 

however, and the scenarios failed to capture the complexities of the actual choices and trade-

offs consumers have to make when shopping in the real world (Devinney et al., 2010).  Other 

researchers augmented the models by adding variables such as Values (Yamoah et al., 2016); 

Ethical or Moral Obligation (e.g. Sparks et al., 1995, Shaw and Shiu, 2002, Chen and Tung, 

2014, Pinna, 2020);  Ethical Self-identity (e.g. Sparks and Shepherd, 1992, Shaw and Shiu, 

2002, Pinna, 2020); Perceived Consumer Effectiveness (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2008, Hosta 

and Zabkar, 2021); and Neutralisation (Chatzidakis et al., 2016).  The last of these draws on 

the work of Sykes and Matza (1957), researchers in the field of criminology who theorised that 

delinquents adopted 5 different techniques to justify illegitimate actions: denial of responsibility 

where they blamed factors beyond their control; denial of injury where it they contended that 

the misconduct was not really serious; denial of victim where they argued the violated party 

deserved whatever happened; condemning the condemners where they argued that those 

who condemn engaged in similarly disapproved activities; and appeal to higher loyalties where 

they argued that they did something to actualise some other more important ideal, e.g. for their 

family.   

 

In many cases, the inclusion of additional variables and the adoption of more sophisticated 

analytical techniques added to the predictive power of the models and the statistical 

significance of the results.  However, the limitations remained in terms of failing to measure 

behaviour-specific attitudes and broader socio-cultural and situational influences on intent.  

Ultimately, the main problem with most of the studies, is that they focused on antecedents to 

intention rather than behaviour, and this helps explain the ‘attitude-behaviour’ and ‘intention-

behaviour’ gap.  It is well documented elsewhere in the literature that intentions are poor 

predictors of actual behaviour and that situational and contextual factors distract consumers 

and limit their ability to act as they planned (e.g. Bagozzi, 1993, Kraus, 1995, Cobb-Walgren 

et al., 1995).  There have been calls, therefore, for a shift in focus from intended to past and/or 

actual behaviour, including by Carrington et al. (2010) who proposed adding Implementation 

Intention (II) as a variable to test the mediating effect of planning, and Situational Context (SC) 

and Actual Behavioural Control (ABC) variables to capture the moderating effect of the 
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cognitive, contextual and environmental factors on the translation of Intention into Behaviour 

(see Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Proposed intention-behaviour mediation and moderation model 

 

Source: Carrington et al. (2010, p.144)  

Ajzen (1991) recognised that imagined scenarios often differed from reality, and that past 

behaviour was the best predictor of future behaviour.  Ultimately, he decided not to include a 

measure of past behaviour into his model, arguing that this was adequately covered by the 

other constructs.  However, a number of the reviewed studies did incorporate a measure of 

Past or Actual Behaviour into the model:  Han & Kim (2010) looked at intention to revisit ‘green’ 

hotels and asked participants if they had ever stayed in such premises in the past, and limited 

participation in the study to respondents who had done so within the last 6 months; Dean et 

al. (2012) asked participants how often they had bought organic tomatoes and tomato sauce 

and found a positive relationship between past purchasing and intention to do so more 

frequently in future; and Chatzidakis et al.(2016) asked a number of questions about past 

behaviours such as supporting the fair trade (FT) movement, donating to a FT organisation 

and purchasing FT products and found previous experience of such behaviours had a positive 

effect on perceptions of control and behavioural intention.  Limiting participation to people with 

previous experience of the behaviours added to the meaningfulness and credibility of the 

findings relating to PBC and BI, whilst drawing on a combination of engagers and non-

engagers allowed for comparisons to be made between different groups.  Nevertheless,  it is 

still Intention that was measured in these studies rather than Actual Behaviour.    

 

Finally, Hauser et al. (2013) drew on both survey results and data on actual purchases of 

organic and FT purchases over a period of 12 months drawing on data collected using a 

supermarket loyalty scheme and found a significant relationship between attitudes and actual 
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behaviour.  This type of data is difficult to access, and the study is therefore a valuable addition 

to the literature, although the influence of the SN, PBC and BI variables were not tested.  

Further research is therefore needed into the role of norms and other socio-cultural aspects 

and the influence of situational factors such as availability, affordability, convenience and 

experience  on the translation of intent into actual behaviour; and greater methodological 

plurality is needed to overcome the limitations of survey methods in terms of capturing 

contextual influences on actual behaviour (Carrington et al., 2010).   

2.3.3 The role of information 

As discussed earlier in the chapter, a number of economic researchers have argued that a 

lack of ethical information was a key barrier to ethical consumerism, but most of these studies 

failed to look at how consumers processed and made sense information when it was provided 

(Schaefer and Crane, 2005).  There have been some attempts in the psychological literature 

to address this limitation.  De Pelsmacker and Janssens (2007) surveyed a representative 

sample of consumers in Belgium (n = 615) and found knowledge of fair trade and the provision 

of high quality, credible information about FT products had a positive effect on attitudes and 

stimulated buying behaviour both directly and indirectly via attitudes; however, they also found 

that overloading consumers with information could erode confidence and create confusion and 

identified a degree of ‘label fatigue’ amongst consumers because of the number of competing 

accreditation schemes.  These results echo the findings of an earlier exploratory study by 

Shaw and Clarke (1999) who found that, whilst the acquisition of information made some of 

the subscribers to the Ethical Consumer magazine feel more involved and empowered, 

‘information overload’ could also result in negative feelings because of the added tensions an 

complexities it caused.   

 

Assumptions of a linear positive relationship between ethical information, attitudes and 

behaviour have been further challenged by research undertaken by Ehrich and Irwin (2005).  

The researchers drew on Festinger’s (1957) Cognitive Dissonance Theory and conducted a 

series of 3 experiments with a sample of marketing students (n = 227 / 185 / 198) to measure 

inconsistencies between requests for ethical information and information use.  Three 

hypothetical scenarios were used that involved purchasing a desk and chair and a mobile 

phone.  In each case, students had to choose between 3 products with different attributes 

such as price, design appeal and ethics.  Information was made available about comparable 

wood sourcing policies and rainforest depletion relating to the desk and chair, and issues 

relating to employing children in relation to the phone.  Counterintuitively, they found that the 

consumers that cared the most about the focal ethical issue had a higher propensity not to 
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view the ethical information.  This ‘wilful ignorance’ was even more pronounced when the 

consumers were strongly drawn to other attributes such as design appeal.  Whilst the 

abstracted and hypothetical nature of the task is a limitation, the study does provide evidence 

to support Festinger’s (1957) theory that people will seek to reduce cognitive dissonance when 

they experience internal inconsistency between different beliefs and values by avoiding 

contradictory information, and it is a further illustration of how providing more ethical 

information does not necessarily lead to behaviour change (Stern, 1999, Belz and Peattie, 

2010). 

 

Shaw and Clarke (1999) noted that the role of information in the formation of intentions had 

been neglected in the TPB and highlighted the need to clarify what impact information from 

different sources had on ethical consumers.  Despite this call, only 1 of the 24 sampled studies 

that tested the E-V, TRA or TPB models incorporated information-related variables into the 

model.  In this study, Hosta and Zabkar (2021) tested the influence of information availability 

on past behaviours such switching products for ecological or social reasons and avoiding 

environmentally or socially irresponsible companies.  Information availability was measured 

using Likert-scale responses to statements such as “I usually know where to verify the 

information about the products environmental/social impact” (p.291) and they found 

information had a positive influence on both environmentally and socially responsible 

behaviours.  The researchers also used broader measures of concern instead of attitudes, 

social norms instead of subjective norm, and willingness to behave instead of intention, 

although they did not test the influence of information on these variables, and a reliance on 

self-reports of past behaviour over an unspecified period is a further limitation.  Nevertheless, 

this is a valuable addition to the literature and points to the potential for incorporating 

informational variables into the TPB. 
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2.4 Interpretive Approaches 

Interpretive approaches emerged in the field of consumer research in the 1980s in response 

to a growing dissatisfaction with the traditional economic and psychological approaches to 

consumer behaviour.  The initial stimulus was an influx of new perspectives from disciplines 

such as sociology, anthropology and culture studies (e.g. Douglas and Isherwood, 1979, 

Sherry, 1983, McCracken, 1988, Belk, 1991).  Researchers began to question a number of 

the underlying assumptions of the discipline, in particular claims to objectivity and global 

explanations and the reliance on survey methodology and laboratory based experiments 

(Sherry, 1987). Adopting a constructivist, and in some cases postmodernist philosophical 

stance, they sought deeper, more localised understandings of consumption behaviours 

(Hirschman and Holbrook, 1991, Brown, 1995).   

 

Whilst there has been a large degree of theoretical convergence in the psychological literature, 

where researchers have drawn on Schwartz's Theory of Value Contents and Structure (1992, 

1994) and/or Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour (1991) in the main, there has been much 

greater heterogeneity in the interpretive literature.  Many studies have been influenced by 

ideas from Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) however, although this 

is more of a family of theoretical perspectives than an unified, testable theory.  Consumer 

Culture Theory (CCT) seeks to address dynamic relationships between consumer actions and 

the marketplace by focusing on sociocultural and situational aspects of consumption that are 

not plainly accessible through surveys and experiments; these include issues such as product 

symbolism, ritual practices, consumer stories and the cultural meanings of brands and 

products (Ibid.).  Contextual and experiential aspects of consumption are studied as they 

unfold across cycles of acquisition, consumption, possession and disposition, and 

interdisciplinarity and methodological pluralism are embraced to generate theory that is 

grounded in the consumption context (Ibid.).   

 

I have reviewed numerous interpretive and exploratory studies of ethical consumerism over 

the years, and a summary of the 43 most relevant studies is included in Table 22 in the 

Appendices.  This provides detail about the data collection method(s), sampling approach, the 

behaviours studied, and a summary of the main concepts or aspects of consumption explored.   

The studies can be broadly organised into three main categories in terms of their 

methodological approach:  studies that used interviews and/or focus groups as their primary 

data collection method; studies that adopted a more observational approach; and studies that 

used introspective methods.   
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2.4.1 Interview-based studies 

My search of the literature highlighted the extent to which interview-based methods have 

dominated interpretive approaches to ethical consumerism.  38 of the studies used some form 

of interviews to collect data, and this represented almost 90% of the sample.  16 used 

interviews with individual consumers as their sole method of data collection and 14 others 

incorporated interviews into mixed or multi-method research designs.  The number of 

interviewees ranged from 6 (Cherrier, 2005b, Carey et al., 2008) to “over 100” (Tadajewski 

and Wagner-Tsukamoto, 2006) with a median value of 12.  A further 5 studies used focus 

groups as their sole method of data collection (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001, Memery et al., 

2005, Bray et al., 2011, Johnstone and Tan, 2015a, Johnstone and Tan, 2015b) and 5 studies 

incorporated focus groups into mixed or multi-method research designs.  Here, the sample 

sizes ranged from 10 (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001) to 51 (Johnstone and Tan, 2015a, 2015b) 

with an average of 29 and a median value of 18.  A handful of the studies sampled mainstream 

or ‘general’ consumers with no particular interest or experience in ethical consumerism (e.g. 

Carrigan and Attalla, 2001, Bray et al., 2011) but the overwhelming majority interviewed 

consumers with a heightened interest in, and awareness of, the ethical behaviours of interest.  

These included consumers who had purchased ethical products in the past (e.g. Szmigin et 

al., 2009, Davies and Gutsche, 2016); attendees at ethical events (e.g. Chatzidakis et al., 

2007); and people who self-identified as ‘ethical consumers’ (Shaw et al., 2016).  This allowed 

for a more meaningful exploration of various of aspects of ethical consumption than in the 

other strands of literature as participants understood, and had experience of, the focal 

behaviours. However, all of the studies drew solely on consumers in developed economies, 

especially the UK where 21 of the studies were based, and this is a limitation given the rise in 

consumption levels in emerging economies highlighted in Chapter 1.   

2.4.1.1 Behavioural aspects 

Many of the interview-based studies were grounded in the philosophical traditions of 

existentialism, with its focus on the experience of living, and phenomenology, which is 

concerned with how individuals make sense of the world and structures around them 

(Thompson et al., 1989, Pollio et al., 1997).  The focus was usually on past rather than future 

behaviours and the intention-behaviour gap was inverted by focussing on situations where 

participants did and did not act according to their ethical beliefs – and on exploring the reasons 

for any discrepancies.  Eight of the studies made explicit use the of the phenomenological 

interviewing method outlined by Thompson et al. (1989) where abstract discussion is avoided 

by asking participants to describe specific lived experiences (Carrigan et al., 2004, Cherrier, 

2005a, 2005b, 2006, 2009, Shaw and Riach, 2011, and Shaw et al., 2016) and the influence 
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of this approach could also be seen on many of the other studies.  Some researchers focused 

on past purchases in one product category, for example ‘green’ grocery products (Tadajewski 

and Wagner-Tsukamoto, 2006) and locally produced food (McEachern et al., 2010), and other 

specific behaviours such as reduced consumption and voluntary simplicity (e.g. Shaw and 

Newholm, 2002); however, most looked at both ‘ethical’ and ‘unethical’ purchases and 

practices across various product and service categories.  The benefit of this latter approach is 

that the researchers were able to compare different behaviours, and most found consumers 

behaved inconsistently in different product categories and life domains.   

2.4.1.2 Cognitive aspects 

Many of the cognitive variables tested in the psychological literature were also looked at in the 

interview-based studies including the role of values (e.g. Shaw et al., 2005, Carey et al., 2008), 

ethical beliefs (e.g. Shaw and Clarke, 1999, Öberseder et al., 2011, Gregory-Smith et al., 

2013), moral and ethical obligation (e.g. Cherrier, 2006, Bray et al., 2011) and self-identity 

(e.g. Cherrier, 2006, Cherrier et al., 2011, Johnstone and Tan, 2015a).  The constructs were 

explored in much greater depth, however, and richer insights were generated into the 

complexity of ethical meaning-making by drawing on the lived experiences of participants.  A 

number of researchers looked at emotional aspects of consumption and found participants 

experienced feelings of happiness, self-satisfaction and/or pride when they were able to act 

in a way that was consistent with their ethical beliefs (Cherrier, 2005b, Cherrier, 2006, 

Gregory-Smith et al., 2013, Davies and Gutsche, 2016, Valor et al., 2018).  Failure to enact 

ethical behavioural intent in turn led to negative emotions and feelings of anxiety, defeat, guilt, 

regret, shame and/or stress (Cherrier, 2005a, Chatzidakis et al., 2007, Bray et al., 2011, 

Gregory-Smith et al., 2013, Davies and Gutsche, 2016, Valor et al., 2018).  When such 

tensions arose, consumers adopted a number of different coping, management  and/or 

neutralisation strategies including deradicalization and cognitively reappraising the ethical 

problem to justify non-action (Chatzidakis et al., 2007, Valor et al., 2018) and compensating 

unethical choices with ethical ones, for example by buying fairtrade products to compensate 

for a large carbon footprint (Gregory-Smith et al., 2013).  A number of the studies pointed to a 

high degree of flexibility amongst consumers who were often able to manage feelings of 

dissonance and moral anxiety and trade off different ethical beliefs and behaviours in their 

day-to-day lives (Memery et al., 2005, Carey et al., 2008, McEachern et al., 2010, Szmigin et 

al., 2009, Valor et al., 2018).  
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2.4.1.3 Informational aspects 

Lack of information was a recurring theme in the studies, echoing some of the findings from 

economic and psychological literature.  A number of cognitive influences on information search 

and processing behaviours were looked at including concerns about the credibility, 

consistency and reliability of ethical information (Carrigan et al., 2004); cynicism, scepticism 

and mistrust about some ethical claims, labels and sources (Johnstone and Tan, 2015a, 

Johnstone and Tan, 2015b); and difficulties in deciphering ethical information (Bray et al., 

2011).  Whilst lack of information was a barrier for some, many ethical consumers suffered 

from ‘information overload’ because of the number of competing ethical issues, labels and/or 

sources of information, and this resulted in feelings of anxiety, guilt and stress and turned 

consumption into an unpleasant experience (Shaw and Clarke, 1999, Carrigan and Attalla, 

2001, Connolly and Prothero, 2008, Johnstone and Tan, 2015a, Valor et al., 2018).  In fact, 

Tadajewski and Wagner-Tsukamoto (2006) found the most ethically knowledgeable 

consumers were often the least successful ethical shoppers as too much information led to 

paralysis, whereas consumers who engaged in more selective information processing found 

it easier to put their ethical beliefs into practice. Elsewhere, various coping strategies were 

identified to manage informational complexity including prioritising a limited number of issues 

(Shaw and Clarke, 1999, Shaw and Newholm, 2002) and purchasing from trusted brands and 

preferred retailers without searching for ethical information (Öberseder et al., 2011, Johnstone 

and Tan, 2015a, Davies and Gutsche, 2016).   

 

One of the limitations of the interview-based studies was that they tended to be based solely 

on verbalised recollections of past information search and processing behaviours; 

consequently, researchers were not able to look at how consumers used and interpreted 

actual ethical information and labels.  This limitation was addressed in part in studies that 

combined interviews with forms of documentary analysis.  Nicholls and Lee (2006) for example 

conducted focus groups with children to explore how they responded to Fairtrade promotional 

material and labels and found a degree of scepticism about ethical symbols and a dislike of 

adverts showing children in poverty as they made them feel guilty.  Cherrier (2009) analysed 

the contents of a voluntary simplicity guide and two websites in addition to interviewing a 

sample of voluntary simplifiers and ‘culture jammers’ and found the latter group excluded 

themselves from commercial adverts and marketing material; and Varul (2009) compared FT 

promotional material in the UK and found a greater focus on individual choice and taste in 

Britain and a more paternalistic messaging approach in Germany.  These studies therefore 

point to the need to look at socio-cultural influences on both the production and use of ethical 

communication material and labels. 
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2.4.1.4 Socio-cultural aspects 

As discussed earlier in the chapter, social influences on behaviour have been tested in the 

social psychology literature using measures such as Subjective Norm where the influence of 

referent others such as family, friends and peers are aggregated together. In contrast, a 

number of the interview-based studies compared the influence of different social groups.  

Cherrier (2005a, 2005b) explored the influence of parental norms, marriage, motherhood and 

community membership on behaviour and found participants discovered and internalised the 

discourses and practices of ethical consumption through their relations with others.  Carey et 

al. (2008) looked at familial consumer decision-making and found parents were often 

awakened to ethical issues by the birth of a child and sought to shape the future behaviours 

of their children, but that children also influenced the consumption choices of their parents 

through ‘pester power’; and Szmigin et al. (2009) found participants purchased Nestle 

products because of pressure from children and partners even though they would not buy 

them for themselves for ethical reasons. 

 

Cultural approaches to consumer behaviour have explored the role of habits, customs and 

rituals drawing on ideas and methods from the field of anthropology. Habits and customs 

constitute routinized behaviour, whereas rituals are a set of symbolic behaviours that occur in 

a fixed sequence and that are usually only repeated periodically; consequently, rituals involve 

a higher degree of conscious awareness and cognitive processing than habits and customs 

(Howard, 1977, Douglas and Isherwood, 1979, Rook, 1985, Tetreault and Kleine, 1990).  This 

distinction is illustrated by two contrasting interview-based studies of fairtrade consumption:  

Carrigan et al. (2004) interviewed older consumers who were members of FT and church 

groups and found evidence of shared rituals, deliberate FT consumption behaviours and a 

collective sense of difference from the rest of society.  Davies and Gutsche (2016) in contrast 

conducted interviews with ‘mainstream consumers’ who had been observed making actual FT 

purchases in a high-street coffee shop and found only 2 of the 50 participants had deliberately 

selected the café because it sold FT products.  In the discussion that followed, many reported 

routinely buying FT products such as coffee, bananas and tea, but explained that they did so 

out of habit, because they were readily available in supermarkets and/or because their 

preferred brand had converted to fair trade suppliers rather than for any ethical reasons.   

 

Many marketing and social researchers have looked at how perceptions the ‘self’ and a 

person’s ‘self-concept’ and ‘self-identity’ affect their consumption behaviour.  The self is a 

broad and ambiguous concept, and whilst some have treated it as a single construct based 

around a person’s internalised thoughts and feelings about themself, others have 
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conceptualised it as multi-faceted collection of both internal and social identities (Sirgy, 1982, 

Schouten, 1991, Brewer, 2001). Studies adopting the later approach have often drawn on 

symbolic interactive perspectives from the field of sociology with their focus on how individuals 

use products and symbols as social stimuli to create meanings for both themselves and the 

world around them. Role Theory builds on this and takes the view that much of consumer 

behaviour resembles actions in a play as people act different roles in their day-to-day lives 

(Mead, 1934, Goffman, 1959, Blumer, 1969, Solomon, 1983, Solomon et al., 2016). Cherrier 

(2006) sampled consumers seen carrying reusable ‘green’ shopping bags in a supermarket 

and looked at how they used them in a symbolic way to identify themselves with being an 

environmentally conscious consumer and/or an ethical citizen.  Carey et al. (2008) found new 

mothers used their ethical values and actions as tools in the construction of a new identity in 

their roles.  Johnstone and Tan (2015a, 2015b) found self-concept could have a negative 

impact on environmentally friendly consumption, however, because of social stigma and 

unfavourable perceptions of ‘green’ consumers.    

2.4.1.5 Situational Aspects 

It has long been recognised in the literature that consumer behaviour cannot be explained by 

internal factors alone and that consumption is shaped by the situational context. Situational 

Context (SC) is a broad and ambiguous concept, but Belk (1975) sought to address this by 

developing a taxonomy of five overarching situational factors that influenced behaviour: the 

physical surroundings including the space where consumption took place and elements such 

as décor and merchandising; social surroundings such as salespeople and others present at 

the time of consumption; temporal elements such as the time of day consumption took place 

and time pressures on consumers; task definition such as selecting a product for a particular 

purpose and obtaining information; and antecedent states such as momentary feelings of 

happiness and anxiety.  Belk (Ibid.) also distinguished between ‘psychological’ measurements 

which relied on the subjects’ perceptions of the situation and ‘objective’ measurements which 

are limited to actual features of the situation and argued that situational research should utilise 

both types of measurements.  As discussed earlier in the chapter, Ajzen (1991) sought to 

capture some situational influences on behaviour by incorporating the PBC construct into the 

TPB model, however this is a psychological measure and therefore only provides limited 

insights into actual situational influences on behaviour.   

 

This limitation has been addressed in part in interview-based studies, especially where 

researchers used phenomenological interviews and/or focused on getting participants to 

describe specific lived experiences. A number of situational barriers to ethical consumption 
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were identified including lack of readily available ethical products in mainstream marketplaces 

(e.g. Shaw and Clarke, 1999, Carrigan and Attalla, 2001, Shaw and Riach, 2011); affordability 

issues because of the higher prices charged for ethically enhanced products (e.g. Szmigin et 

al., 2009, Bray et al., 2011); and temporal issues such the additional time needed to consider 

ethical factors (Memery et al., 2005).  Participants in both the Szmigin et al. (2009) and 

Gregory-Smith et al. (2013) studies described how their behaviours depended on their 

antecedent state and the mood they were in at the time, whilst Johnstone and Tan (2015a) 

found issues around availability and affordability were used as a neutralisation technique to 

justify environmentally unfriendly behaviours.  Ultimately, however, the data was still collected 

away from the actual space of consumption and was therefore abstracted from actual 

behaviour.    

2.4.2 Observational studies 

Observational methods have a long history in fields such as cultural anthropology and 

sociology where ethnographic methods have been used to study people’s daily lives for an 

extended period in everyday contexts rather than under conditions created by the researcher 

(Atkinson and Hammersley, 2019).  There are many definitions of ‘ethnography’ and 

‘participant observation’ in the literature and they can be difficult to distinguish from another; 

in general, however, ethnography is used to describe a research approach and strategy, 

whereas participant observation is used to describe a data collection method where the 

researcher participates in aspects of the lives of the research subjects (Bryman, 2012, 

Saunders et al., 2016).  Ethnographers have usually focused on a single setting or group of 

people to facilitate an in-depth investigation and have used participant observation as their 

primary method of data collection (Atkinson and Hammersley, 2019).    

 

There have been attempts since the 1980s to incorporate observational methods into the field 

of consumer behaviour, notably by Belk and colleagues who travelled across the US studying 

consumers in situ in a range of natural shopping environments including flea markets and 

shopping malls as part of their Consumer Odyssey project (Belk et al., 1988, Belk, 1991).  Only 

limited use was made of such methods in the early EC literature, but this started to change as 

the limits of survey and interview methods became increasingly apparent. Three of the 

sampled interpretive studies categorised themselves as ethnographies.  Brown (2011) studied 

FT coffee consumption in Philadelphia by volunteering in a FT retail outlet for 2 years, 

observing behaviour at 4 other stores and participating in events such as a conference, 

workshop and a fieldtrip to a coffee farm in Nicaragua.   Chatzidakis et al. (2012) conducted 

an ethnographic study of an anti-consumerist neighbourhood in Athens and spent a total of 
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16 weeks in the field observing behaviours and participating in events. Moraes et al. (2012) in 

turn conducted a multi-sited ethnography in 7 ‘New Consumption Communities’ (Szmigin et 

al., 2007) in the UK including an educational trust, a community farm and ‘eco’ and ‘spiritual’ 

communities.   

 

Whilst none of the other sampled studies described themselves as ‘ethnographies’, there were 

similarities in the methodological approach adopted by some.  Longo et al. (2019) focused on 

a single town in South West of England that was seeking to transition to a more sustainable 

future and used participant observation as their primary data collection method.  

Papaoikonomou et al. (2011) studied ‘ethical communities’ in Spain over a period of 24 

months, although observation was not the primary data collection method, and the research 

was non-participatory.  Carrington et al. (2014, 2015) used a ‘maximum variation’ sampling 

strategy and started by interviewing 4 ‘hard-core’ ethical consumers in an Australian city and 

then observed their behaviour over the following 5 months using a combination of 

accompanied shopping trips, written and photographic shopping diaries, participant 

observation at ethical and social events, and projective interviews.  The researchers then 

conducted a further cycle of data collection with 6 ‘moderate’ and 3 ‘just aware’ consumers 

using similar methods over a period of 4 months.  Finally, two studies used more limited forms 

of observation.  Connolly and Prothero (2008) asked a sample of environmentally-conscious 

consumers in Ireland to keep a diary of their purchases during a three-month period leading 

up to Christmas. Newholm (2005) in turn adopted a mixed-method case study approach, 

starting with a questionnaire; the sample of UK-based ethical consumers were then asked to 

audio-record narratives and to collect shopping receipts, and these were drawn upon during 

follow up semi-structured interviews to add specificity to the discussion.   

2.4.2.1 Behavioural aspects  

The observational studies have gone a long way toward addressing the calls for research into 

actual behaviour, however there were a number of differences in terms of their behavioural 

focus.  Brown (2011) focused on one product type (coffee), one ethical dimension (fairtrade) 

and one consumption cycle stage (acquisition), although other behaviours were also looked 

at including gift-giving and volunteering.  Papaoikonomou et al. (2011) discussed consumption 

behaviours across different product service categories including household goods, online 

shopping, and visits to bars.  Chatzidakis et al. (2012) and Moraes et al. (2012) in turn 

observed non-purchase related practices such as growing and co-producing food, reusing and 

recycling.  The most holistic approach was adopted by Carrington et al. (2014, 2015): the initial 

interviews focused on past and intended behaviours and practices, and ethical concerns 
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spanning the entire life cycle of products and services; the accompanied shopping and diary 

stages were used to capture data on actual shopping behaviours across multiple sites; and 

projective interviews were used at various stages to explore discrepancies between intended 

and actual behaviour.      

2.4.2.2 Cognitive aspects 

There was less focus on cognitive aspects in the observational studies as one of the main 

justifications for their use was to explore behavioural, socio-cultural and situational influences 

on behaviour.  Nevertheless, the researchers looked at number of psychological dimensions.  

Brown (2011) explored how emotions shaped the purchase patterns of consumers and how 

concerns about price and quality attributes were used to justify contradictory behaviours.  

Chatzidakis et al. (2012) identified a number of psychological patterns including caring for 

others and a quest for autonomy through self-organisation. Carrington et al. (2014) in turn 

focused on cognitive aspects in the first of their two papers and identified three interrelated 

psychological factors that contributed to the ethical intention-behaviour gap:  First, consumers 

prioritised the issue(s) that resonated most strongly with their ethical values, for example 

greenhouse gas emissions or waste, to avoid being paralyzed by the enormity of the effort; 

secondly, the formation of plans before embarking on shopping trips helped ensure ethical 

intentions translated into behaviour; and thirdly, consumers were unwilling to commit in some 

product categories where the ethically-aligned choice involved a sacrifice or was not deemed 

to be acceptable in terms of other attributes.   

2.4.2.3 Informational aspects 

Kotler and Armstrong (2005) categorised the 4 key sources of information consumers used in 

their decision making: personal sources such as family and friends; commercial sources such 

as advertising, on-pack information and in-store displays; public sources such as mass media, 

pressure groups, consumer organisations and guides; and experiential information from 

handling or using a product or service.  Personal, commercial and public sources have been 

looked at in survey and interview-based studies, but these methods struggle to capture 

experiential aspects of consumption.  Experimental methods in turn were usually conducted 

in neutral settings and only provided limited insights into actual socio-cultural and situational 

influences on information acquisition and use.   

 

One of the key strengths of the observational studies was that that they explored how ethical 

information was actually consumed within social settings.  This was the main focus of two of 

the studies (Longo et al., 2019, Papaoikonomou et al., 2011) and informational aspects were 
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also looked at in many of the other studies.  Ethical information often acted as the initial 

stimulus for the behaviours of interest, for example visiting a FT store and joining an ethical 

community.  Researchers also observed participation in workshops, conferences, visits and 

activities and found the information acquired during these activities often led to positive 

changes in terms of purchasing and practices.  Information did not always produce 

consummate action, however, even amongst ethically aware consumers (Newholm, 2005) 

and the process of knowledge development was often bound in, and complicated by, 

emotional, symbolic and social meanings (Moraes et al., 2012).  Concerns about the 

transparency and legitimacy of information was often a barrier (Papaoikonomou et al., 2011) 

and the problem of ‘information overload’ identified in both cognitive and interview based 

studies was a recurring theme.  Longo et al. (2019) for example found an excess of knowledge 

could be disruptive and disempowering as it caused tension and stress and that this 

sometimes led to a state of paralysis where individuals were put in an inactive state and/or 

were left unable to function.  In other cases, consumers adopted some of the coping 

mechanisms identified in the cognitive-modelling and interview-based studies:  Brown (2011) 

found some shoppers ‘wilfully ignored’ (Ehrich and Irwin, 2005) some issues and avoided 

asking questions about attributes that did not align with their value systems; Papaoikonomou 

et al. (2011) found evidence of selective information processing; and both Newholm (2005) 

and Longo et al. (2019) found participants who preferred not to know about some ethical 

issues. Newholm (Ibid.) also found consumers employed a number of heuristic techniques 

(Simon, 1957) to enable quick decision making, but that these were often not applied in a strict 

or coherent way. 

2.4.2.4 Socio-cultural aspects 

The ethnographic studies were conducted within consumption communities, and they were 

therefore able to explore the influence of collective and communal behaviours.  This is a 

valuable addition to the literature as it has been highlighted elsewhere that membership of 

groups and subcultures can strongly influence consumer behaviour (e.g. Schouten and 

McAlexander, 1995, Quester et al., 2006).  These aspects have been largely neglected 

elsewhere in the EC literature because of the focus on individual consumer decision making.  

The socio-cultural aspects explored included collective identify formation amongst FT 

consumers and activists (Brown, 2011); caring for, and sharing material possessions with, 

other neighbourhood residents (Chatzidakis et al., 2012); and how community membership 

helped consumers transition towards more sustainable behaviours through collective learning 

and working (Moraes et al., 2012).   
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A number of rituals were identified in the studies.  For example, Brown (2011) found many FT 

purchases were linked to gift-giving rituals and storytelling about producers and artisans, whilst 

Chatzidakis et al. (2012) found communal rituals such as cooking events and theatrical 

performances contributed toward the adoption of ethical consumption behaviours.  Carrington 

et al. (2014) focused more on consumption habits and found that, whilst some ethical 

behaviours were carefully planned, others such as reusing shopping bags, visiting markets 

and rifling through second-hand stores had become habitual.  However, habits were also one 

of the key barriers to the translation of ethical intent into actual behaviour as breaking old 

routines required time and effort.   

 

In a follow up paper, Carrington et al. (2015) explored social aspects of the self, drawing on 

meaning-based approaches to consumer behaviour and the concepts of ‘life themes’ (Mick 

and Buhl, 1992) and ‘life projects’ (McCracken, 1987).  Life themes are conceptualised as 

enduring frameworks that rise from a person’s sociocultural background and transformational 

experiences, for example familial financial conditions, schooling and traumatic events (Mick 

and Buhl, 1992).  They share some conceptual features with values but are argued to be linked 

to particular personal histories and experiences and are therefore not universal like values 

(Ibid.). Life projects in turn are “cultural projects of consumption” and “self and world 

construction” by individuals (McCracken, 1987, p. 123) and it is argued that people engage in 

several concurrent life projects drawing on meanings relating to the private self, home, family, 

community and their career (Mick and Buhl, 1992). Carrington et al. (2015) found ethical 

consumption had been an enduring life theme for a number of participants alongside other 

themes such as frugality, adventure and status, and that family role models and upbringing 

were important factors in their development.  These themes were used to guide a number of 

ethical life projects such as vegetarianism and shopping locally but were juggled with other 

projects such as career advancement, education, parenthood and travel.  Participants 

experienced clashes between ethical and other life themes and projects, for example tensions 

between buying an organic sauce (ethical) and a cheaper alternative (frugality), and between 

foreign travel (adventure) and carbon reduction.  This often resulted in compromise and 

contradictory consumption choices and a sense of moral self-incoherence.  These feelings 

eventually became intolerable for the ‘hard-core’ ethical consumers because ethical 

consumerism had become a dominant theme in their lives, and this in turn acted as a powerful 

motivation to embark on a meta life project to construct a re-unified sense of moral self. 
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2.4.2.5 Situational aspects 

One of the key strengths of the observational studies was that the data was often collected 

within the actual spaces of consumption and this allowed for a more meaningful exploration of 

the influence of situational factors and actual behavioural control.  Carrington et al. (2014) for 

example found some inconsistencies between intent and behaviour could be explained by a 

lack of acceptable and/or accessible options within mainstream market settings that led to an 

unwillingness to commit to some ethical practices.  They also found the amount of effort 

required to make decisions at the point of purchase to be a further barrier: readily available 

ethical alternatives were often purchased habitually, but ethical intentions often unravelled 

when consumers had to read complex labels and/or go through and extended ethical decision-

making process within stores.   Chatzidakis et al. (2012) looked at broader structural and 

spatial factors and found the built environment was a significant factor in shaping ethical 

(consumption) practices.   Moraes et al. (2012) in turn identified a number of ways in which 

sustainable behaviours could be embedded into every-day life and that this enabled 

consumers to become ethical by default.  These studies thus highlight the need to look at the 

role of factors such as market structures, ‘green’ infrastructure, government policy and other 

structural aspects in addition to situational context to gain a holistic understanding of ethical 

consumption.   

2.4.3 Introspective studies 

Introspection – or autoethnography as it is also referred to in the literature (e.g. Ellis and 

Bochner, 2000, Hackley, 2020) – is a further example of an interpretive method with its roots 

in cultural anthropology. The term originates from the Latin – intra (within) and spicere (to look) 

– and the method involves a detailed mental self-examination of thoughts, thought processes, 

feelings and sensory experiences (Lyons, 1986).  It usually involves researchers taking on a 

dual role of both informants and researchers by engaging in a form of participant observation 

of their own experiences (Gould, 1995, Holbrook, 2006).  Autoethnography has proved 

controversial in both the field of marketing and other disciplines, particularly amongst positivist 

researchers who have questioned its legitimacy because of the inherent subjectivity of the 

method, and some interpretivist researchers have also raised concerns about its 

trustworthiness and value (e.g. Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993, Delamont, 2009).  However, 

proponents have argued that it offers an unique means of achieving an understanding of deep-

seated conscious and unconscious beliefs that affect search behaviour, purchasing and 

product use because of the unrestricted and unlimited access it gives to lived experiences 

over a prolonged period of time (Holbrook, 1995, Woodside, 2004).     
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Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) identified five categories of introspection in their review of the 

method and its use: researcher introspection where the researcher was the sole introspector; 

guided introspection where people other than the researcher were asked to introspect on their 

actions; interactive introspection, a method attributed to Ellis (1991) where multiple informants 

including the researcher introspected on life experiences and discussed their interpretations 

with each other; syncretic forms of introspection where the researcher and/or other informants 

introspected on experiences but did not share or discuss their interpretations with each other; 

and reflexivity within research where researchers introspected on their experience of 

conducting research.  Researcher reflexivity is widely practiced in interpretive research and 

most of interview-based and observational studies reviewed in this chapter included some 

reflection on how the researchers and research process shaped the findings.  The use of the 

other four approaches was less common, however, although my review of the literature 

identified examples of all four being utilised to an extent in the EC literature.    

2.4.3.1 Researcher introspection 

Most of the controversy about the use of autoethnography has centred around researcher 

introspection, and in particular the mono-method Subjective Personal Introspection (SPI) 

approach championed by Holbrook (1986, 1995).   Concerns have been raised about a 

reliance on undocumented memories, lack of specificity and contextual detail, the absence of 

confirmatory elements such as ‘member checks’, the self-selection of a sample of one, and 

the risk that the voice of others would not be heard in the findings (Wallendorf and Brucks, 

1993, Woodside, 2004, Brown, 2006, Lapadat, 2017).  Nevertheless, researcher introspection 

has been used to investigate a range of consumer and marketing related subjects including 

compulsive consumption (Hirschman, 1990), feminist consumption (Bristor, 1992), 

consumption and race (William, 1992), romantic consumption (Brown, 1998), popular music 

consumption (Shankar, 2000) and Celtic branding (Hackley, 2006).  In the field of ethical 

consumerism, Nicholas Gould (2003) used autoethnography to study fairtrade consumption 

drawing on his own experience of buying ethical investments, participating in boycotts and 

keeping a smallholding in Wales.  The paper yields some insights into how the use of an image 

and story of a farmer on fair trade coffee packaging made his family feel part of a global village 

and allowed access to descriptions of his consumption experiences over an extended period, 

although the memories discussed were very generalised and the paper lacks theoretical 

depth.   Holbrook (2005, 2006) in turn used SPI to explore the relationship between values 

and consumption including ethical values such as kindness towards others, compassion 

towards animals and moderation.  Whilst he previously rejected the need for triangulation with 

other methods, he did in fact make extensive use of photoelicitation techniques (Heisley and 
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Levy, 1991) in the first of the studies by analysing  photographs taken by his grandfather in 

the 1930s, 40s and 50s (Holbrook, 2005) and subsequently drew on narrative accounts from 

a book written by the late gentleman in a follow-up paper (Holbrook, 2006).  Both of the studies 

provide rich, longitudinal insights into aspects of customer value; however, the generalised 

nature of the memories and photographs mean that the discussion lacks specificity and 

Holbrook (2005) recognised that he did not identify many ethical themes in the photographs.   

2.4.3.2 Guided introspection 

Whilst Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) questioned the use of some of the other approaches, 

they concluded that guided introspection offered considerable future potential for consumer 

researchers that wanted to explore consumer decision making and experiences over a long 

period of time.  They did not provide any detail, however, on what type of ‘guidance’ they had 

in mind and what type of protocols should be used.  Carrigan et al. (2004) cited this paper and 

argued that the phenomenological interviewing technique they used could be classified as 

guided introspection because the informants were: “… asked aloud about themselves and 

their actions, and what they say, is recorded as data. In this way, the role of the researcher 

and researched remain separate” (p. 407).  Similarly,  Shaw and Riach (2011) used both 

‘phenomenological interviews’ and ‘guided introspection’ as labels to describe their approach, 

citing both Thompson et al. (1989) and Wallendorf and Brucks (1993).  It could be argued, 

therefore, that all the studies that have used phenomenological interviewing techniques were 

forms of introspection.  However, the terms ‘introspection’ and ‘autoethnography’ are usually 

used to distinguish between interviews, where responses are prompted with questions, and 

methods where participants introspect more freely with minimal guidance.  Interviews are 

inevitably framed by the wording and temporal sequencing of questions even when 

unstructured and in-depth methods are used, and the potential for unexpected insights can be 

reduced as a result.  I therefore argue in this study that interviews and introspection are distinct 

methods, and use ‘guided introspection’ to describe an approach to data collection where no 

questions are asked during the introspecting stage.  This approach was used by Newholm 

(2005) who asked his sample of 16 ethical consumers to audio-record narratives about their 

actual consumption; the recordings were subsequently transcribed and analysed, and follow-

up questions were asked at a later stage during semi structured interviews. Moraes et al. 

(2012) in turn collected written life-story narratives from 7 day-visitors to one of the 

communities they studied, and from 1 community member that they were not able to interview.  

Neither study used the labels ‘introspection’ or ‘autoethnography’, and as discussed, the 

methods were used as part of broader case study and ethnographic strategies; nevertheless, 

they point to the potential for using guided forms of introspection to collect data in an 
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unobtrusive way from a wider pool of consumers and to gain insights into ethical consumption 

behaviours that would not otherwise be accessible and/or observable.   

2.4.3.3 Interactive introspection 

Multi-person introspection has emerged in the consumer literature in recent years in an effort 

to address some of the criticisms of SPI, and I identified two studies that used this approach 

in the field of ethical consumerism.  Banbury, Stinerock and Subrahmanyan (2012) drew on 

their own lived experiences as consumer-researchers over a period of five decades to gain a 

deeper understanding of the meaning of ‘sustainable consumption’ and how they had 

actualised the concept in their own behaviour.  A broad range of behaviours were looked at 

including home ownership, commuting and air-travel during periods living in both rural and 

urban areas in the US, Portugal, Australia and India.  They explored how their consumption 

practices were shaped by their developing knowledge over years working in academia; by 

socio-cultural influences such as childhood, upbringing, life and career stages, gift-giving 

rituals, and personal and professional roles; and by situational and structural aspects such as 

a lack of infrastructure and the availability of public transport.  The authors subsequently 

adopted the same methodology to examine how individuals defined and negotiated ethical 

consumption focusing on complex purchases such as water, energy, transportation and 

housing (Subrahmanyan et al., 2015).  In both articles, the three researchers introspected on 

their own experiences and then interactively discussed their respective experiences and 

interpretations, and this adds to the credibility and trustworthiness of their findings.  More 

complex purchase decisions were explored than in most of the other studies that I have 

reviewed in this chapter, and drawing on experiences over five decades allowed for a 

longitudinal and holistic analysis of behavioural, cognitive, informational, socio-cultural and 

situational aspects of consumption that would have been difficult to access using other 

methods.  A further strength is that the researchers grew up and lived in different countries, 

thus deepening the understanding of cultural and situational influences (Minowa et al., 2012).  

It could be argued, however, that the introspections lack specificity because they cover such 

a broad range of consumption practices over an extended period – and because the 

researchers could only go into a limited level of detail within the confines of the word limit for 

academic journal papers.  

2.4.3.4 Syncretic introspections  

‘Syncretic’ can be defined as the process of “combining different religions, cultures, or ideas” 

(Cambridge University Press, 2022) and was used by Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) to 

describe forms of introspection where the researcher and/or other informants introspect on 
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experiences without discussing their interpretations with each other.  I did not identify any fully 

syncretic forms of introspections during my search of the EC literature, however two of the 

sampled studies combined researcher introspection with other data collection methods.  

Cherrier et al. (2012) introspected on their own experiences of trying to reduce their carbon 

footprint whilst living in different places around the globe and collected data on the behaviour 

of others using a combination of participant observation, phenomenological interviews (9) and 

netnography.  The themes explored in the paper include cognitive factors such as feelings of 

anxiety, guilt and defeat about not being able to enact ethical ideals; a ‘knowledge-action’ gap 

where information about carbon emissions did not stop participants from engaging in polluting 

practices such as flying on long-haul holidays; social factors such as risks of exclusion and 

social embarrassment; situational factors such as financial and time restrains; and structural 

barriers such as lack of infrastructure and embedded institutional and social power 

relationships that made it difficult for individuals to enact ethical intent.  McGouran and 

Prothero (2016) in turn combined introspection by one of the researchers with interviews in 

their study of voluntary simplicity.  One voluntary simplifier and 7 others with no experience of 

the practice were asked to voluntarily simplify their consumption behaviours over periods 

ranging from 2 months to 1 year, and phenomenological interviews were conducted before, 

during and after the period of non-consumption. Two of the participants encountered unease 

and anxiety about their weight and body image as they could not justify paying for membership 

of Weight Watchers over the period.  Another participant went for a year without visiting a 

hairdresser, and another stopped dying her hair, and this had a negative effect on their self-

concept following negative comments from friends and family.  One of the main findings of the 

study therefore was that socio-cultural factors negatively impacted the ability of participants to 

simplify their consumption practices.  The study makes an important contribution to the 

literature because actual behaviours were studied over an extended period.  The experiences 

were more specific and recent than those looked at in most of the other introspective studies, 

and broadening the sample beyond the researchers further added to the trustworthiness of 

the findings.  However, arguably the naturalistic integrity of the study was reduced by directing 

participants to change their consumption behaviours and asking consumers to alter their 

practices in such an extreme way over a prolonged period presented some ethical challenges.    
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2.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has been in development for over 14 years and the field of ethical consumerism 

has developed considerably over this period.  In the early days, the emphasis was on 

identifying and profiling consumers that would derive utility from ethically enhanced products, 

but sales data for such products proved disappointing. Studies that tested existing models 

from the field of social psychology found a significant relationship between values, attitudes, 

social norms, perceptions of control and intention to make ethical purchases.  However, 

behavioural intention has proved to be a poor predictor of actual behaviour and a reliance on 

survey methods meant the findings often lacked contextual detail and depth.  Interview-based 

studies have gone a long way towards explaining the meanings of ethical and non-ethical 

consumption and socio-cultural and situational influences on past behaviour, but the data has 

often been abstracted from actual spaces of consumption.  There has been a greater focus 

on broader and more complex behaviours in recent years, and the methodological repertoire 

in the field has been broadened to incorporate (auto)ethnographic methods and data on actual 

behaviours and practices.  Syncretic introspective methods in particular present opportunities 

to explore the complexities of ethical behaviours, meaning-making, knowledge-development, 

identify-formation and socialisation over extended periods of time – and for generating new 

theoretical and managerial insights that are grounded in consumption contexts. 
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CHAPTER 3:  ETHICAL CONSUMERISM AND FASHION (PART 1) 

3.1 Introduction 

In Chapter Two, I provided an overview of how ethical consumerism (EC) emerged as a 

multidisciplinary area of investigation and the main methodological approaches in the field. 

Fashion differs from many other product categories because of the social and symbolic nature 

of clothes (Solomon and Rabolt, 2009) and the complex and virtually fragmented nature of 

clothing supply chains (Rivoli, 2005, Hines, 2006).  This has led a number of researchers to 

focus on ethical consumption in fashion contexts, and it has been the theme of special journal 

editions and books in the field of business and marketing ethics (e.g. Dickson et al., 2009, Bair 

et al., 2013), fashion marketing (e.g. Choi et al., 2012) and fashion studies (e.g. Black, 2008, 

Fletcher, 2008). 

 

This chapter reviews empirical studies of ethical fashion consumption behaviours published 

in peer-reviewed journals and edited books, and other key market and public policy research.  

I excluded household textiles (e.g., curtains, bedlinen and towels) and industrial textiles (e.g., 

medical bandages, upholstery and sacks used for packaging) to provide more focus to the 

discussion.  All forms of apparel were included, however, including formal and casual wear, 

sportswear, accessories, underwear and footwear (UNEP, 2020).  There were cultural and 

linguistic differences in the terminology used when referring to such products, with US-based 

studies tending to use the terms ‘apparel’ and ‘garments’, whilst British studies used the terms 

‘clothing’ and ‘fashion’, and I therefore used all four terms when conducting my searches.  As 

in the broader literature, there was also a lack of terminological consistency when referring to 

ethical dimensions of fashion and a plethora of different terms were used – including ‘ethical’, 

‘sustainable’, ‘green’, ‘eco’, ‘environmentally friendly’, ‘socially responsible’, ‘sweatshop-free’ 

and ‘fair’ – and I therefore used all of these terms when searching the literature.  

 

I begin the chapter by reviewing studies that adopted a broadly economic approach and that 

focused on identifying and profiling ethical fashion consumers and measuring their willingness 

to engage in various purchase and non-purchase related behaviours.  This is followed by a 

critical evaluation of studies that used models from the field of social psychology to test levels 

of behavioural intent and, in some cases, to measure actual levels of ethical fashion 

consumption behaviour(s).  Finally, I review interpretive studies that adopted a more inductive 

and exploratory approach. The discussion focuses on different approaches to sampling and 

data collection and differences in terms of the focal behaviours and the period of time over 
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which they were studied; and I then evaluate the findings relating to cognitive, informational, 

socio-cultural, situational and structural aspects of consumption in the next chapter.   
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3.2 Measuring ethical fashion consumption  

As in the wider field of ethical consumerism, early practitioner and academic research focused 

on identifying groups of socially and/or environmentally conscious consumers that were likely 

to purchase ethically enhanced fashion products.  The initial results were promising, for 

example 76% of a representative sample of 1000 US consumers surveyed by Marymount 

University’s Center for Ethical Concerns (1999) indicated that they would avoid shopping in 

stores if they knew that the clothing were made under sweatshop conditions. Dickson (2001, 

2005) followed this up with a survey of US consumers (n = 547) and identified a market 

segment of 16% of the population that would prioritise a ‘No Sweat’ label over attributes such 

as price and quality; she also attempted to profile these consumers and identified a higher 

likelihood to use amongst unmarried females with lower educational attainment.  Hustvedt 

(2006) in contrast found no significant demographic differences in terms of interest in organic 

cotton amongst her sample of US consumers (n = 507), whilst Goswami (2008) found a greater 

propensity toward ‘eco’ clothing amongst higher educated men in their survey of urban 

consumers in India (n = 480).  The inconsistency of the findings therefore points to the limited 

predictive powers of demographic profiling in relation to ethical consumption and fashion.   

 

When seeking to measure levels of consumer concern about the ethics of fashion, most 

studies focused on a single dimension such as environmental responsibility and working 

conditions, however some market researchers compared levels of concern about different 

issues.  In a recent large-scale survey of 11,248 fashion shoppers in the UK by the leading 

retail data company, Kantar, participants were asked to specify their primary sustainability 

concern relating to fashion, and issues relating to working conditions were found to be the 

most salient, with 42.2% of participants stating that this was their main concern (Kantar, 

2020).  In contrast, plastic pollution emerged as the most pertinent issue in a rival study 

conducted by the online consumer panel company Lightspeed with a representative sample 

of 1,822 internet users in the UK (Mintel, 2019).  Here, participants were asked to identify up 

to 5 ethical issues from a list of 7, and 42.5% stated that they took plastics into consideration 

when purchasing fashion, although this was closely followed by animal welfare (41.9%) and 

the treatment of workers (41.8%).  A lower proportion gave consideration to issues relating to 

landfill waste (29.7%), chemical use (28.8%), carbon emissions (23.7%) and water usage 

(18.2%), and 28.5% said they did not take any of the 7 issues into consideration when buying 

clothes.  However, as with any survey relating to ethical and environmental issues, the results 

are likely to have been influenced by social desirability bias (Wagner, 1997, Auger and 

Devinney, 2007) and allowing participants to identify up to 5 ethical issues from a set of 7 

options may have led to an overestimation of the influence of some factors.  Nevertheless, the 
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survey results indicate that ethical fashion consumption is a multidimensional phenomenon 

and that consumers take more than one factor into consideration when assessing the ethicality 

of products.  

 

As highlighted in the last chapter, measuring consumer willingness to pay more for ethically 

enhanced products has been a preoccupation in the wider EC literature, and this has also 

been the case in the field of ethical fashion.  The aforementioned study by researchers at 

Marymount University (1999) found 86% of participants were willing to pay an extra $1 to avoid 

sweatshop production, and subsequent survey-based studies with US consumers found a 

willingness to pay more for products such as sweatshop-free sweatshirts (Hertel et al., 2009), 

organic, sustainable and US-grown cotton shirts (Ha-Brookshire and Hodges, 2009) and eco-

friendly and American made T-shirts (Rothenberg and Matthews, 2017).  In the UK, 36.2% of 

respondents to the Kantar (2020) survey indicated a willingness to pay more for ethical 

clothes, whilst 59.1% of participants in the Lightspeed/Mintel study said they would be “happy 

to pay more for sustainably-made fashion” (Mintel, 2019).  However, as previously discussed, 

surveys of this nature are prone to be influenced by social desirability bias and do not reflect 

the complexities consumers face when shopping in the real world (Wagner, 1997).   Other 

studies have sought to address this problem by adopting experimental methods. Prasad et al. 

(2004) conducted an experiment in a department store in southwest Michigan where 

participants were presented with two displays of ordinary athletic socks that were identical 

except for a label indicating that one had been produced under “good working conditions.”  

The price of the ethical socks were increased incrementally over the course of several months, 

and whilst most consumers preferred to pay less for the unlabelled product, nearly one-in-four 

participants were willing to pay up to 40% more for the ethical alternative. Hustvedt and 

Bernard (2010) in turn used auction type experiments to test the willingness of a sample of 

US students to pay more for t-shirts made from organic cotton and renewable corn and found 

a significantly higher willingness to pay more amongst consumers with positive beliefs relating 

to social responsibility and fair trade; however, here again the scenarios did not reflect the 

complexities of day-to-day decision making and actual shopping behaviour. 

 

The relatively high levels of ethical concern and intent relating to fashion identified in both 

surveys and experiments has not translated into corresponding levels of actual purchases of 

ethical fashion products, the primary unit of measurement used in economic research.  Ethical 

clothing sales were valued at £4m in the initial Ethical Purchasing Index published in 1999, 

and this valuation increased year-on-year to £177 million in 2009 (Co-operative Bank, 2010); 

however, it subsequently fell annually to £128m in 2014 (ECRA, 2015) and was drastically 

revised down to £33m in 2015 (ECRA, 2016), raising questions about the robustness of the 
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earlier estimates.  Ethical clothing sales were subsequently valued at £57 million in 2019 

(ECRA, 2020), a slight increase on the previous years, but this represented less than 0.1% of 

the £59 billion spent on clothing in the UK over the same year (Mintel, 2020).  The reports 

have shown other fashion-related behaviours to be more prevalent however, for example, in 

2009 clothing purchases from charity shops were valued at £340m, clothes bought for re-use 

were valued at £387m, and clothing boycotts were valued at £399m (Co-operative Bank, 

2010); and whilst no comparable figures for charity shops and boycotts are available for recent 

years, clothing bought for re-use were estimated to be worth £727m in 2019 (ECRA, 2020).  

These figures thus point to the need for research to look at behaviours other than pro-

environmental and pro-social clothing purchases for first time use. 

 

There has been growing interest in the use, reuse and disposal stages of fashion consumption 

in recent years, and in practices such as slow and collaborative fashion. The term ‘slow 

fashion’ is said to have been coined by the fashion writer Angela Murrills in response to the 

opposing trend towards fast fashion (Clark, 2008) and has come to be widely used.  It is a 

holistic concept spanning the design, production and consumption stages of apparel (West et 

al., 2021) and includes elements such as designing seasonless, more durable items that can 

be worn for longer (Watson and Yan, 2013, Ertekin and Atik, 2014); slowing down the number 

and speed of production cycles to relieve the pressure on suppliers and help improve working 

conditions (Pookulangara and Shephard, 2013, Jung and Jin, 2014); shifting consumer 

mindsets from quantity to quality in order to reduce purchase frequency (Jung and Jin, 2014, 

Reimers et al., 2016); mending and adapting clothes to extend their lifespan (Clark, 2008); 

engaging in alternative forms of consumption such as second-hand buying; and disposing 

used clothes in a sustainable way (Jung and Jin, 2016, West et al., 2021).  The term 

‘collaborative consumption’ in turn was first used by Felson and Spaeth (1978) and explored 

by Belk et al. (1988) amongst others in the field of consumer behaviour.  It has re-emerged in 

the ethical fashion literature in recent years as an umbrella term for behaviours such as 

temporarily accessing clothes through renting and leasing instead of owning them for their 

whole lifespan, and transferring ownership through clothes swapping, gifting and reselling 

(Becker-Leifhold, 2018, Ritch, 2019, McNeill and Venter, 2019).   

 

As highlighted in the first chapter, the use and disposal life cycle stages account for a 

significant proportion of the environmental, social and economic impacts of fashion, but these 

stages have only started to be addressed in economic studies and by market researchers.  

Participants in the Mintel/Lightspeed survey were asked if they had participated in 6 slow 

fashion and 2 collaborative consumption related behaviours in the last 12 months, and the 

results are presented in Figure 5.   71.8% of respondents said they had donated old fashion 
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items to a charity shop and a further 18% indicated they would be interested in doing so in 

future. 48.4% had repaired damaged or worn-out fashion items to extend their life, and 43.2% 

had bought second-hand items; and whilst collaborative consumption behaviours such as 

clothes swapping and renting were less common, a number of participants expressed an 

interest in adopting such practices in  future (Mintel, 2019).  No questions were asked about 

aspects of garment care such as washing, drying and ironing however, or about clothing 

disposal behaviours other than donating to charity. 

 

Figure 5: Slow and collaborative consumption behaviours over the last 12 months 

 

Source: Mintel (2019) 
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3.3 Modelling ethical fashion consumption 

In the previous chapter, I outlined how behavioural models from the field of social psychology 

have been widely used in the EC literature, and this has been replicated in the ethical fashion 

literature.  Here again, the main theories drawn upon were Schwartz's Theory of Value 

Contents and Structure (Schwartz, 1992, 1994) and Fishbein and/or Ajzen’s Expectancy-

Value Model (Fishbein, 1963, 1967), Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, 

Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980) and Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991).  They have mostly 

been used to empirically test consumer intentions and willingness to buy ethical products such 

as organic, environmentally friendly and fairtrade fashion, although a handful of studies have 

looked at other behaviours such as avoiding apparel made under sweatshop conditions, 

engaging in collaborative consumption, and using and disposing clothes in a more sustainable 

way.   

3.3.1 Values and ethical fashion   

My search of the literature identified 5 studies published in peer-reviewed journals that 

empirically tested the influence of values on ethical fashion consumption, and a summary of 

the data collection methods, sampling approaches and focal behaviour(s) is included in Table 

24  in the Appendices.  Four of the studies drew on Schwartz's typology of 57 individual values, 

10 value types and/or 4 value dimensions (Schwartz, 1992, 1994), whilst Jacobs et al. (2018) 

adopted a narrower approach and focused on biospheric, altruistic and egoistic values (Stern 

et al., 1993, 1999, 2000).  All of the studies used self-completion questionnaires as their sole 

method of data collection and focused on general consumers with no particular orientation 

toward ethical fashion.  Three of the studies were conducted with members of online panels 

in the US where probability or quota sampling were used to ensure participants were 

representative of the general population (Manchiraju and Sadachar, 2014, Jung and Jin, 2016, 

Stringer et al., 2020). A further study was conducted with a random sample of students at two 

universities in the US and China (Su et al., 2019), whilst Jacobs et al. (2018) limited 

participation to female members of an online panel in Germany that had a history of 

purchasing middle-to-high priced clothing because “… prior research has revealed that the 

typical sustainable consumer is female, younger to middle-aged and highly educated… and 

that higher prices for sustainable clothing are one of the main purchase barriers” (p. 1158).  

The sample sizes were large to add to the generalisability of the findings and ranged from 221 

(Jung and Jin, 2016) to 1085 (Jacobs et al., 2018), and the average number of participants 

was 583.     
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Three of the studies focused on future behavioural intention relating to fashion.  Su et al. 

(2019) measured the willingness of Millennials to buy ‘environmentally and socially 

responsible apparel products’ (ESRAP) on a five-point Likert-scale, however the abstract and 

hypothetical nature of the focal behaviour is a limiting factor despite the inclusion of a 

description of such products at the start of the questionnaire.  This was particularly the case 

in China where awareness and understanding of the issues were found to be low.   A similar 

approach was adopted by Stringer et al. (2020) who measured levels of concern relating to 

animal welfare, the environment and worker welfare, and willingness to buy ethically marketed 

fast fashion, on a seven-point scale.  They found concerns relating to animal welfare and the 

environment had a significant positive effect on intent but that concern about worker welfare 

did not, and this contradicts the findings of most other studies.  Here again, the focus was on 

hypothetical future purchases, and the willingness of participants to engage in non-purchase 

related behaviours were not tested.   These limitations were addressed in part by Manchiraju 

and Sadachar (2014) who used 3 vignettes relating to a broader range of ethical behaviours 

(buying organic apparel, promoting fair trade fashion brands and donating used clothes) and 

a further 3 vignettes describing unethical behaviours (buying counterfeit fashion products, 

promoting unethical fashion brands and engaging in premature disposal of clothes) to 

measure behavioural intent.  The vignette relating to organic apparel, for example, was worded 

as follows:  

“Consumer A encounters an apparel item in a store B which consumer A likes and 

wants to buy it. However, the apparel item has two versions which are similar: an 

inorganic option as well as an organic option. The organic option is (sic) price is 20 

percent higher than the inorganic option. After careful consideration consumer A 

decides to purchase the inorganic apparel option. What are the chances that you would 

do the same as consumer A? (p.374) 

Respondents were asked to rate each vignette on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 (definitely 

would not) to 10 (definitely would).  As Ludwick and Zeller (2001) and others have argued 

however, the vignettes methodology is imperfect because of its focus on hypothetical 

scenarios that might not reflect decision-making contexts in the real world.  A further limitation 

is that participants may not have fully understood the behaviours because of the way some of 

the vignettes were worded.   

 

Two of the studies sought to measure actual in addition to intended behaviours.  Jacobs et al. 

(2018) asked participants to self-report on what proportion of their average annual expenditure 

on fashion they spent on organic products, however they recognised that the results may have 

been influenced by social desirability bias and over reporting of actual spending.  A further 

problem is that the questions asked to measure purchase intent related to a much broader 
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range of socio-ecological concerns than organic attributes, and this inconsistency between 

the measure of intent and behaviour presents a problem in terms of the internal validity of the 

study.  Jung and Jin (2016) in turn measured orientation toward slow fashion on a scale 

developed by the researchers elsewhere (Jung and Jin, 2014).  Behavioural intention was 

measured on a 5-point Likert scale, and past behaviour was measured using questions about 

number of clothing purchases and spending on fashion over the previous month and the 

proportion of these items they considered to be ‘fast fashion.’  Cluster analysis of the results 

identified a group of highly involved consumers who had a strong behavioural intention to 

purchase slow fashion and that made up 35% of the sample; however, this segment was also 

found to have purchased more items of fast fashion over the preceding month than the other 

groups. This inconsistency may be partly due to the focus on purchases in the questions as 

number of slow fashion behaviours are not purchase related.  

3.3.2 Expectant, reasoned and planned behaviours  

My search of the literature identified 14 empirical studies of ethical fashion consumption that 

tested either the Expectancy-Value Model (E-V), Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) or Theory 

of Planned Behaviour (TPB), and a summary of the data collection methods, sampling 

approaches and behavioural focus in the studies is presented in Table 25 in the Appendices.  

Three of the studies tested the E-V model (Hustvedt and Dickson, 2009, Reimers et al., 2016, 

Magnuson et al., 2017), 4 tested the TRA (Han and Chung, 2014, Sung and Woo, 2019) 

(Joung and Park‐Poaps, 2013, Kim et al., 2012), and the remaining 7 studies tested the TPB 

(Shaw et al., 2007, Jin Ma et al., 2012, Kang et al., 2013, Hassan et al., 2016, Bong Ko and 

Jin, 2017, Becker-Leifhold, 2018, Chang and Watchravesringkan, 2018).  The discussion that 

follows focuses on the findings relating to intent and behaviour, and the findings relating to 

attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behaviour control are discussed in the next chapter. 

   

All of the studies relied on either postal or online self-completion questionnaires to collect their 

data with the exception of Hassan et al. (2016) who conducted semi-structured interviews by 

telephone.  The sample sizes were generally large, ranging from 199 (Hassan et al., 2016) to 

1009 (Becker-Leifhold, 2018), with a mean value of 448.  Almost all of the studies sampled 

consumers in single developed economies (US, UK, Germany, South Korea and Australia), 

and only Kang et al. (2013) and Bong Ko and Jin (2017) collected data from consumers in an 

emerging market (China).  This is a key limitation given the projected growth of fashion 

consumption in China and other developing countries discussed in Chapter 1.  Most studies 

sampled general consumers with no particular orientation towards ethical fashion, for example 

Kim et al. (2012) used an online panel to recruit a representative sample of US consumers, 
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and five studies surveyed university students (Jin Ma et al., 2012, Joung and Park‐Poaps, 

2013, Kang et al., 2013, Bong Ko and Jin, 2017, Chang and Watchravesringkan, 2018).  

Reimers et al. (2016) and Magnuson et al. (2017) in turn used stratified sampling to target 

households in two neighbourhoods in a regional city in Australia to overcome “… an over 

reliance on student samples” (p. 391).  Other researchers limited participation to groups of 

theoretic interest, for example Han and Chung (2014) targeted female participants because 

they “…tend to be the major target consumers for organic cotton apparel” (p. 240), Becker-

Leifhold (2018) focused on female consumers “…as they are generally more involved in 

fashion clothing” (p.785), and Sung and Woo (2019) surveyed males born between 1977 and 

1994 because previous research had shown these ‘Generation Y’ consumers to be “…. more 

concerned about global, social, and environmental issues than their older counterparts” 

(p.120). This stereotyping of different groups is problematic, however, given economic 

approaches to the study of ethical fashion have revealed the predictive power of demographic 

profiling to be limited.  Another common limitation is that the sample consumers often had 

limited interest, experience and/or understanding of the ethical consumption behaviours of 

interest, thus reducing the meaningfulness of the measured levels of intent and behaviour.  In 

contrast, three studies sampled highly motivated ethical consumers such as subscribers to 

the Ethical Consumer magazine (Shaw et al., 2007, Hassan et al., 2016) and health and 

natural food consumers (Hustvedt and Dickson, 2009), and whilst the results are less 

generalisable to mainstream consumers as a result, the ethical behaviours of interest were 

more pronounced, and the findings relating to attitudes, norms and perceptions of control are 

more meaningful.     

 

Most of the studies focused on a single ethical dimension of fashion consumption, namely 

environmental responsibility, and measured intention to purchase products with an enhanced 

ethical attribute, for example organic cotton (Hustvedt and Dickson, 2009) and ‘green apparel’ 

(Bong Ko and Jin, 2017).  Other studies focused on social dimensions, for example Shaw et 

al. (2007) measured intention not to purchase clothing made under sweatshop conditions and 

Sung and Woo (2019) looked at intention to purchase products with slow fashion attributes, 

although as discussed this later approach is problematic as a number of slow fashion 

behaviours are not purchase related.  Reimers et al. (2016) argued that the tendency to focus 

on a single dimension of consumption was a limitation because ethical fashion was a 

multidimensional construct, and they therefore adopted a broader approach and measured 

perceptions of environmental responsibility, employee welfare, animal welfare and slow 

fashion. They found animal welfare attributes had the strongest influence on consumer 

perceptions of ethicality, but this was not replicated in a follow up study by the same authors 

(Magnuson et al., 2017).  Here, it was slow fashion attributes that had the strongest influence 
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on purchase intent, followed by employee welfare.  However, as discussed, the use of a 

measure of purchase intention is problematic in relation to slow fashion, and their claim that 

consumers expected all four dimensions to be present for a clothing item to be regarded as 

‘ethical’ needs further exploration. 

 

Behavioural intent was usually operationalised in the studies by asking participants to indicate 

how likely they were to purchase an item of clothing with a particular ethical attribute in the 

future, and responses were collected using five or seven-point Likert-type scales.  Reducing 

problems into small, testable propositions of this nature is common practice in quantitative 

research where the focus is on internal and external validity, replicability and generalisability, 

however it is problematic in a number of ways in relation to ethical fashion.  As the earlier 

sales data showed, the ethical fashion market is underdeveloped in developed economies like 

the UK, and the market share of such products is even smaller in emerging economies.  

Consequently, participants in the studies often lacked prior knowledge or experience of such 

products and may have under or over-estimated their likelihood of making such purchases as 

a result (Wagner, 1997).  Lack of specificity was a further common limitation as participants 

were usually asked questions about clothing purchases in general.  Kim et al. (2012) sought 

to address this by constructing two retail pages for hypothetical pairs of jeans that were 

identical apart from marketing claims stating that one had been produced “in an eco-friendly 

way” and that 10% of the price of the other would be “donated to the environment”; they then 

asked participants how willing they would be to buy the product for themselves, for family or 

friends, and to recommend it to others.  Whilst the stimulus adds to the specificity of the 

measurement of intent, the contrived and hypothetical nature of the task reduces the 

ecological validity of the study, and the scenario does not reflect the complexities consumers 

face when seeking to engage in ethical behaviours (Wagner, 1997).    

 

As I discussed in the previous chapter, one of the other main criticisms of studies that have 

tested the E-V, TRA and TPB models is that it is future intended behaviour that has usually 

be measured rather than actual behaviour (Carrington et al., 2010).  However, 5 of the 14 

studies did include some measure of past purchases in addition to intent.  Kang et al. (2013) 

measured responses to the following statement: “I have often bought organic cotton apparel” 

on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), and the results 

revealed few had done so often (x̄ = 2.06).  Han and Chung (2014) found relatively high 

behavioural intent to purchase organic apparel, but 65% of their sample had never actually 

made such purchases. Jin Ma et al. (2012) found 36.9% of their participants had purchased 

fair trade products such as jewellery (23.1%) and apparel accessories (19.6%) at some point 

in the past, but recommended that future research should investigate the mediating effect of 
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behavioural intent on actual subsequent purchase behaviours.  Hassan et al. (2016) 

addressed this using data from telephone interviews conducted by Shaw et al. (2006, 2007) 

six weeks after their initial survey.  Respondents that had indicated behavioural intent to “avoid 

purchasing an item of sweatshop apparel the next time you shop for apparel” were asked if 

they had subsequently made “sweatshop free” purchases, and two-thirds had not despite their 

heighted level of behavioural intent and interest in the ethics of consumption.  This led the 

authors to conclude that the ‘intention-behaviour gap’ was indeed large and to call for more 

longitudinal, qualitative studies to assess the complexities of the relationship between 

intention and behaviour – and to explore the moderating influence of external and contextual 

factors.    

 

Only a handful of the studies have looked at non-purchase related behaviours despite the 

growing interest in the use and disposal life stages.  Becker-Leifhold (2018) sought to study 

collaborative consumption behaviours, but only measured intention to rent clothes.  Joung and 

Park‐Poaps (2013) adopted a broader approach and measured past participation in 4 different 

clothing disposal behaviours: reselling unwanted garments to second-hand stores or directly 

to other consumers on sites such as eBay, donating clothing to family and friends and/or non-

profit organisations, reusing by converting textiles for other purposes and/or by engaging in 

garment recycling schemes, and discarding where clothes were simply thrown away.  They 

also tested what factors motivated these behaviours and found reselling was driven by both 

environmental and economic concerns and that donating behaviours were motivated by both 

environmental and charity concerns; surprisingly, however, they did not find the relationship 

between environmental concern and reuse behaviours to be significant, and these behaviours 

were motivated by economic considerations instead.  This is a useful addition to the literature, 

especially given the focus on past behaviour rather than intent, although a reliance on 

responses to statements such as “I often sell my unwanted clothing to save money for me” 

mean the findings lack specificity in terms of when and how often participants engaged in the 

practices.  A more holistic, time-bound approach was adopted by Chang and 

Watchravesringkan (2018) who measured both intended and actual behaviours using 

statements such as “I intend to purchase apparel made from recycled material in the near 

future” and “I purchased apparel made from recycled material in last 6 months” (p.156). 

Questions were also asked about other sustainable practices, and whilst no further detail was 

provided about these measurements, it is implied that they included buying organic, 

environmentally labelled and second-hand apparel, and clothes that could be worn for longer 

and/or washed at lower temperatures.  They found intention to be a good predictor of actual 

behaviour, in contrast with Hassan et al. (2016), and that respondents did indeed “walk their 
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talk” (p. 159); however, they also recognised the limitation of relying on self-reported 

behaviour.  

 

Finally, I identified three studies that explored the TPB model using qualitative methods in 

order to overcome the reliance on self-completion surveys and Likert-type questions (King and 

Dennis, 2006, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018, McNeill and Venter, 2019).  All found past 

behaviour to be a key influence on perceptions of behavioural control and future intent, and 

the results are discussed in more detail in the next section.         

  



 

61 

3.4 Exploring ethical fashion consumption  

I identified numerous studies that adopted a more inductive, exploratory approach when 

searching the peer-reviewed literature, and a summary of the 30 most relevant studies is 

included in Table 26 in the Appendices.  I also included a further large scale multi-method 

study of sustainable fashion consumption behaviours undertaken for Defra by researchers at 

Nottingham Trent and Sheffield Hallam Universities (Fisher et al., 2008) because of its 

relevance to my research.  Two of the studies followed the lead of the economic and cognitive 

modelling studies and used self-completion questionnaires to collect their data, albeit in a 

more exploratory way.   Niinimäki (2010) asked participants to indicate which items from a 

prescribed list of 22 attributes affected their clothing purchasing decisions the most and 

identified a segment of “ethical hardliners” that prioritised ethical attributes such as “eco 

materials” over other attributes such as “price” and “need to renew appearance.”  This group 

represented 8.9% of the sample, and a further 47% of the participants said they “often” took 

ethical dimensions into consideration and were labelled “conscientious consumers”; 28.9% 

said “seldom” and were categorised as “do what I can” consumers, and 2.9% said they were 

simply “not interested” in such attributes.  There are a number of problems with this study, 

however, including an inconsistency between the term “eco” used to measure concern and 

“ethical” which was used to measure purchase behaviour, and a failure to provide detail about 

the scale used to measure views on different attributes.  Some of the attributes were also ill-

defined and may have been poorly understood by participants, for example “expendable from 

use” and “suitability for water washing.”  These limitations were addressed by Jägel et al. 

(2012) who utilised open-ended questions and asked participants to “think about the three 

most important features or attributes that an item of ethical and eco clothing should ideally 

possess” (p. 379).  This approach is more suitable for inductive research as the results were 

not influenced by the researcher conceptualisations of ‘ethical’ and ‘eco’ fashion.   

 

Three studies adopted a mixed method approach combining survey and interview-based 

methods: Joergens (2006) conducted two focus groups followed by a questionnaire to verify 

the various issues discussed, although the questionnaire results were not presented or 

discussed.  McNeill and Moore (2015) intercept-surveyed a sample of shoppers in a shopping 

mall to gain an overview of what “sustainable” and “ethical” fashion meant to consumers prior 

to exploring the issues in more depth using in-depth interviews.  Shaw et al. (2006) in turn 

conducted a large-scale survey to measure behavioural intent to avoid purchasing apparel 

made under sweatshop conditions, followed by semi-structured telephone interviews 6-weeks 

later with participants that had indicated such intent to find out about their actual purchase 

behaviour over the period.  Five other studies utilised semi-structured interviews as their main 
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method of enquiry (Connell, 2010, Markkula and Moisander, 2012, McNeill and Venter, 2019, 

Harris et al., 2016, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018), but the use of in-depth interviews was 

much more common and was the sole method of data collection employed in 11 of the studies 

(Valor, 2007, Eckhardt et al., 2010, Ritch and Schröder, 2012, Ritch, 2014, Ritch, 2015, 

Lundblad and Davies, 2016, Ritch and Brownlie, 2016, Hiller and Woodall, 2019, Ritch, 2019, 

Ritch, 2020).  The use of interviews allowed the researchers to explore the complexities of 

ethical consumption behaviours relating to fashion in greater depth, however a reliance on a 

single method is a limiting factor and other studies benefited from combining two or more 

methods.  Shaw and Tomolillo (2004), Birtwistle and Moore (2007) and Hassan et al. (2013) 

for example utilised focus groups to gain an overview of ethical concerns and behaviours, 

followed by depth interviews to explore the issues raised in more depth, and this multi-method 

approach adds to the credibility of their findings.   

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, there have been repeated calls in the literature for the 

adoption of observational and (auto)ethnographic methods so that the complexity and context 

dependent nature of ethical consumerism can be assessed (e.g. Crane, 1999, Carrington et 

al., 2010, Subrahmanyan et al., 2015).  Online observation has been used in the broader 

consumer behaviour literature (e.g. Cherrier et al., 2012, Papaoikonomou et al., 2011), 

however Bly et al. (2015) were the only researchers to use this approach in relation to ethical 

fashion.  They analysed the contents of blogs written by sustainable fashion pioneers over an 

extended period and combined the method with phenomenological interviews.  Similarly, I only 

identified one example of autoethnography being used in the ethical fashion literature.  In this 

study, Huopalainen and Satama (2020) introspected on their experiences of clothing young 

children drawing on personal consumption diaries kept over a two-year period and their study 

yielded some of the richest longitudinal data on actual behaviours amongst the sample.   

 

Two other different observational approaches were used in ethical fashion literature: Shopping 

with Consumers (Otnes et al., 1995) and Wardrobe Studies (Klepp and Bjerck, 2014).  

Shopping with Consumers (SWC) has been successfully employed elsewhere to study the 

influence of situational and experiential factors on browsing and shopping behaviours (e.g. 

Sherry, 1998, Xia, 2010, Prestini and Sebastiani, 2021) and my search identified two examples 

of its use in the field of ethical fashion.  King and Dennis (2006) sought to “test” the TPB 

variables in a qualitative way using in-depth interviews and also undertook an accompanied 

(de)shop with one of their participants.  They found the method enhanced their understanding 

of behaviours such as returning goods after wear for reasons other than faults, although 

attempting to test the theory with a sample of 9 is epistemologically problematic.  Hiller (2010) 

in turn used a combination of phenomenological interviews and SWC in mainstream high-
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street outlets, but the method yielded limited insights as no ‘ethical’ clothing were encountered 

during the store visits, and this illustrates the challenge of using this method in an 

underdeveloped market like ethical fashion. 

 

I had only identified one example of analysis being undertaken of the content of wardrobes 

prior to undertaking my own data collection and analysis.  Fisher et al. (2008) used multiple 

methods in their study including focus groups (9), workshops (3) and an industry panel (1), 

and some of the focus group participants were asked to complete a follow-up home task that 

involved writing a diary about their clothing practices and undertaking a limited “wardrobe 

audit”.  This involved selecting 3 clothing possessions – one used for leisure, one for work and 

one used for special occasions – and answering 7 short written questions about each item, 

and the responses were then discussed in follow-up workshops.  A further search of the 

literature whilst writing the final methodology chapter revealed that Wardrobe Studies had 

recently emerged as a methodological approach in the field of fashion studies, and I identified 

3 recent wardrobe studies that focused on ethical aspects of consumption.  Maldini et al. 

(2019) began with a questionnaire where participants were asked about the importance of 

clothes, fashion trends and their appearance using Likert-type questions.  The researchers 

then observed the participants counting out all of the clothing items that they owned and 

discussed some of the items; and contributors were subsequently asked to keep a track of the 

garments they acquired and discarded over the following 6 months using a standardised 

template.  Mellander and McIntyre (2021) adopted a more qualitative approach and started by 

conducting ethnographic interviews in the informants’ homes before moving to their wardrobe 

and asking them show and talk about certain categories of garments; they followed this with 

non-participatory observation of a series of workshops on sustainable fashion and asked some 

of the participants to write about their experiences of clearing out their wardrobes.  Finally, 

West et al. (2021) observed and participated in slow-fashion related workshops over a period 

of 9 months; they also conducted a full inventory audit of all the clothing possessions of some 

of the participants and in-depth interviews before and after the workshop series.   

3.4.1 Sampling approaches 

There was large divergence in the sampling approaches in the studies in terms of sample 

sizes, location and target populations.  The sample sizes in the five studies that used 

questionnaires ranged from 28 (McNeill and Moore, 2015) to 895 (Shaw et al., 2006) with a 

mean of 277, whereas the sample sizes in the five studies that employed focus groups ranged 

from 9 (Joergens, 2006) to 99 (Fisher et al., 2008) and averaged 46. Ten studies used semi-

structured interviews and the samples ranged from 10 (Bly et al., 2015) to 262 (Shaw et al., 
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2006) with a mean value of 50. Sixteen studies used in-depth interviews, however 6 of these 

drew on the same dataset (Ritch and Schröder, 2012, Ritch, 2014, Ritch, 2015, Ritch and 

Brownlie, 2016, Ritch, 2019, Ritch, 2020).  The number of participants ranged from 6 (Hiller, 

2010, Birtwistle and Moore, 2007) to 120 (Eckhardt et al., 2010) with a mean of 27, but this 

value is distorted by the Eckhardt et al. (Ibid.) study, and the sample sizes were generally 

much smaller and had a median value of 11.  Finally, the number of participants in the 

wardrobe-based studies ranged from 10 (Mellander and McIntyre, 2021, West et al., 2021) to 

40 (Maldini et al., 2019).  The studies with larger samples benefited from drawing information 

on the behaviours of more people, however this was sometimes at the expense of the depth.  

This was particularly the case with the Eckhardt et al. (2010) study as the authors were only 

able to provide a snapshot of the 120 in-depth interviews that they conducted, although they 

subsequently presented the results in more detail elsewhere (see Devinney et al., 2010).   

 

Almost all of the exploratory studies drew their samples from population groups in developed 

economies, mainly the UK where 20 of the 32 studies were based.  Joergens (2006) 

conducted focus groups in two countries (UK and Germany) so that comparisons could be 

made, whilst  Bly et al. (2015) selected participants from a  variety of countries including the 

UK, Sweden, US, Japan and Australia to widen the “global reach” and “breadth” of their 

sample (pp. 422-423). Here again, the focus on consumers in developed countries is a 

limitation given the projected growth in fashion consumption in emerging economies, and 

Eckhardt et al. (2010) were the only researchers that drew on a broader sample.  Participants 

were recruited from 8 different countries, and these were grouped together as “free market 

economies” (Australia, US), “social democracies” (Germany, Spain and Sweden) and 

“developing economies” (China, India and Turkey) for the purpose of the analysis.  

Generalisations are made about the intentions and behaviours of consumers in different types 

of economies, however, which is problematic given the 20 people sampled in each country 

were selected using non-probability methods.       

 

As in the wider EC literature, the exploratory studies can be broadly divided into two categories 

in terms of their sampling approach:  studies that sampled highly motivated ethical consumers, 

and studies that drew on more representative samples.   In the first category, Shaw and 

Tomolillo (2004), Shaw et al. (2006) and Hassan et al. (2013) purposefully sampled 

subscribers to Labour Behind the Label and the Ethical Consumer magazine; West et al. 

(2021) observed participants in a slow-fashion workshop;  and Connell (2010) and Jägel et al. 

(2012) screened participants to ensure all of them had purchased socially and/or 

environmentally preferable fashion items in the past.  Lundblad and Davies (2016) drew their 

sample from consumers observed shopping at ethical specialist stores London, whilst Bly et 
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al. (2015) reviewed the content of fashion blogs to identify a sample of “sustainable fashion 

pioneers” that had revealed an interest in ethical dimensions of fashion consumption in the 

past.  The advantage of this approach is that the ethical behaviours of interest were more 

pronounced, and participants had directly relevant experiences that could be drawn upon 

during the interviews.  There were benefits also when it came to looking at cognitive, 

informational, socio-cultural and structural aspects of consumption as both enablers and 

barriers to sustainable behaviours could be explored from the perspective of consumers that 

had already internalised some of the values of ethical consumption.  However, there were also 

limitations to this approach, namely that some of the more extreme samples were not 

representative of ‘ethically minded’ consumers let alone the general population.  This is not a 

problem in itself given the exploratory nature of the studies and the fact that no claims to 

generalisability were usually made; nevertheless, it would have also been useful to draw on 

the experiences of more mainstream consumers.  This is the approach adopted by Maldini et 

al. (2019) who purposively sampled consumers who had purchased custom-made clothing 

(10), made their own clothes (10) and general consumers (20) to allow for comparisons to be 

made between different groups. 

 

Many of the studies that sought to sample more general consumers targeted younger 

shoppers using either convenience and/or snowball sampling methods.  Joergens (2006) 

justified selecting students between the ages of 18-26 because they had a higher interest in 

fashion, higher levels of purchasing, and “because young consumers will be the next 

generation of ethical consumers” (p. 362).  Similar arguments were made by McNeill and 

Moore (2015) who sampled five females and five males in the 21-25 year old category 

because this demographic was “heavily targeted by mainstream fashion producers” (p.216), 

and by Hiller (2010) and McNeill and Venter (2019) who limited their samples to young female 

consumers on similar grounds. The problem in these studies, however, was that participants 

often had low awareness, knowledge and experience of the ethical behaviours of interest, 

which in turn limited the level of insights into ethical aspects of consumption that could be 

achieved during the interviews.  Given therefore that the results could not be generalised 

because of the sampling and data collection methods used, the limitations of selecting 

participants with no particular interest in, or experience of, ethical consumerism outweighed 

the benefits.   

 

A middle ground between the two approaches was adopted by Wiederhold and Martinez 

(2018) who sampled more mainstream consumers than the first set of studies, but limited 

participation to people who had “at least heard about ethical fashion” (p.422), overcoming 

some of the problems of lack of awareness in the studies that sampled general consumers.  
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Others adopted a purposive sampling approach, focusing on groups of theoretic interest.  

Ritch for example limited her sample to professional mothers in order to explore how factors 

such as professional identity and motherhood influenced behaviour (Ritch and Schröder, 

2012, Ritch, 2014, Ritch, 2015, Ritch and Brownlie, 2016, Ritch, 2019, Ritch, 2020); and King 

and Dennis (2006) interviewed consumers who had indicated in a previous study that they 

had engaged in de-shopping behaviours.  Harris et al. (2016) addressed the problem of lack 

of knowledge amongst consumers by interviewing experts including academics, retailers and 

consultants; the problem with this study, however, is that the participants were asked to 

comment on the behaviours of others rather than their own, and the data was abstracted as a 

result.  Two studies bridged the expert-consumer divide by focusing on the views of 

academics:  Hiller and Woodall (2019) interviewed a sample of “ethically minded” consumer-

researchers whilst Huopalainen and Satama (2020) introspected on their own experiences as 

academics working in the field of management and sustainability in addition to being mothers.  

Whilst this sampling approach is at odds with positivist notions of researcher detachment and 

objectivity – and the traditional rigid separation of between the researcher and the researched 

– the studies provide some of the richest insights into habitual fashion consumption 

behaviours, and offer a potential way to overcome the ethical “hardliners” versus “not 

interested” (Niinimäki, 2010) and ‘informed’ versus ‘uninformed’ divides in the literature.  

3.4.2 Behavioural focus 

Whilst a handful of the studies followed the lead of the cognitive strand of research and 

focused on a single ethical behaviour such as environmentally preferable apparel purchases 

(e.g. Connell, 2010), sweatshop clothing avoidance (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006) and buying 

custom made clothing (Maldini et al., 2019), most adopted a multidimensional approach to 

allow for an exploration of levels of consumer concern about different ethical dimensions and 

attributes.  Joergens (2006) for example identified some concern about working conditions, 

animal welfare and, to a lesser extent, environmental issues, amongst her sample of 

mainstream consumers, but found health considerations relating to organic production had 

low resonance because participants did not feel they were directly impacted by the issue.  This 

finding was echoed by Ritch and Brownlie (2016) and Ritch (2020) who found the mothers 

they interviewed were concerned about ethical issues relating to working conditions and health 

relating to food, but did not relate to organic cotton.  Shaw and Tomolillo (2004) in turn found 

ethical concerns surrounding sweatshop labour to be the most pertinent amongst their sample 

of ethical consumers, although they also had concerns about the use of toxic chemicals during 

the manufacturing process.  A broader view was provided by Jägel et al. (2012) who asked 

their sample of ethical fashion consumers to indicate what were the three most important 
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factors for them in an open textbox.   No predefined list of social and environmental concerns 

was provided, and the features and attributes identified were natural materials (37), product 

performance (34), fair wages (33), environmentally friendly production techniques (32), 

comfort and fit (31), style (31), quality (29), fair working conditions (27), price (26), recycled 

(15), local sourcing (14), brand (10), information (9), sustainable (9), choice and availability 

(4) and cleanliness (4).  The results illustrate the range of ethical factors consumers take into 

consideration in relation to fashion, but also show that these factors interplayed with other 

attributes such as style and price; and as Harris et al. (2016) point out, this diversity of 

concerns presents a challenge for retailers, researchers and policymakers in terms of 

engaging with consumers and prioritising interventions to encourage more sustainable 

behaviours.  

 

The other key difference between cognitive-modelling and exploratory studies was that, whilst 

the focus in the former is on future behavioural intention relating to fashion, the exploratory 

studies concentrated much more on past behaviour drawing on retrospective recall of previous 

purchases and/or experiences.  Wagner (1997) recommended adopting this approach for the 

study of green and ethical behaviours as the problem of social desirability bias could be 

reduced by asking people to focus on real rather than hypothetical behaviours.  Most studies 

focused on the acquisition stage and the influence of ethical concerns on consumer buying 

behaviour in conventional retail settings (e.g. Joergens, 2006, Connell, 2010, Niinimäki, 2010, 

Hassan et al., 2013, McNeill and Moore, 2015, Ritch, 2015, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).  

Levels of consumption of ethical goods such as organic, environmentally friendly and fairtrade 

clothes were found to be low, and social and environmental considerations were found to have 

a limited effect on purchasing amongst both general and ethically motivated consumers. 

Wiederhold and Martinez (2018) for example asked consumers about both their intended and 

actual past clothing acquisitions drawing on TPB, and they found ethical fashion purchasing 

to be extremely volatile and that it was influenced by a range of different factors including past 

consumption.   

 

One of the limitations of these studies is that participants were asked questions about general 

purchases at any time in the past, and the results were thus prone to forgetfulness and the 

over or under-reporting of actual behaviours (Wagner, 1997).  There were various attempts to 

address this limitation in other studies, for example by focusing on a narrower time-frame and 

recent purchases.  Shaw et al. (2006) compared intended and actual sweatshop avoidance 

behaviour by interviewing a subset of participants that revealed a high degree of behavioural 

intent 6 weeks after they completed their survey to find out how they had actually behaved.  

75% had purchased clothing items over this period, but only 32% believed any of them to be 
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sweatshop-free purchases.  Jägel et al. (2012) asked participants to focus on fashion 

purchases over the preceding 6 months, although their use of self-completion questionnaires 

meant that the results were still abstracted from actual behaviours despite the use of prompts 

to evoke the situational context e.g., “can you think of a specific situation in relation to your 

previous statement?” (p. 379).  Hiller (2010) sought to address this by observing actual 

shopping behaviour in high street retail stores, but as discussed no ‘ethical’ clothing were 

encountered during the visits and customer reactions to such products could not be assessed 

as a result. Lundblad and Davies (2016) were able to overcome this problem by interviewing 

participants after they had been seen shopping in two ethical specialist stores in London; 

however, the transferability of their findings is limited by the fact that such outlets are relatively 

rare and only command a small share of the UK fashion retail market. 

 

Some of the studies used elicitation material during interviews in an attempt to add to the 

specificity of the discussion. Eckhardt et al. (2010) presented informants with three 

hypothetical scenarios with an ethical dimension, including one relating to a pair of Nike 

athletic shoes made in a developing nation in Southeast Asia “… where a contracted 

manufacturing company can pay the female / male workers substandard wages” and where 

labour standards “can also be quite lax”.  They found that, whilst some participants cared 

about the issue, it had not affected their past purchasing behaviour.  Most consumers simply 

did not care, although this may partly be due to the imaginary nature of the scenario an 

vagueness of some of the wording they used.  Markkula and Moisander (2012) used an actual 

extract from a news story published by a Finnish news agency that suggested clothes sold by 

top-ranking retailers could not be considered to be fairly produced because of a lack of 

adequate ethical guidelines, and an extract from a Finnish ethical shopping guide that 

encouraged shoppers to choose naturally coloured, environmentally labelled and domestically 

produced products.  Ritch (2014) in turn used 5 actual ethically labelled items of clothing as 

primers, including children’s clothing sold by Marks and Spencer made from organic cotton, 

recycled plastic and made in an “eco factory” but did not identify any examples of past pro-

social or environmental clothing purchases by the participants.    

 

Whilst the studies that focused on past purchases of new garments with ethical attributes 

found consumption levels to be generally low, many identified the emergence of other 

sustainable behaviours which were often more prevalent than positive buying (e.g. Ritch, 

2014, McNeill and Moore, 2015). Shaw and Tomolillo (2004) identified consumers that avoided 

buying new items until their current ones fell apart because they could not find clothing that 

fitted in with their ethical beliefs, and reduced consumption was an emergent theme in a 

number of other studies (e.g. Hassan et al., 2013, Ritch, 2014, Markkula and Moisander, 
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2012).  Some of the participants in the Hiller (2010) study had “hazy” recollections of avoiding 

buying from particular stores because of their ethical records, and boycott behaviours were 

also identified by Shaw et al. (2006), Jägel et al. (2012), Ritch (2015) and McNeill and Moore 

(2015).  Second-hand buying was another common theme with respondents reporting making 

purchases from charity shops, flea markets and/or online auction sites for ethical and/or 

ecological reasons (e.g. Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004, Hiller, 2010, Connell, 2010, Markkula and 

Moisander, 2012, McNeill and Moore, 2015, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).  Changes in 

clothing disposal behaviours were also identified including a trend toward clothes swapping 

and upcycling (McNeill and Moore, 2015), recycling (Jägel et al., 2012) and improved garment 

care (Markkula and Moisander, 2012).  None of the studies mentioned any discussion about 

washing, tumble drying and dry cleaning however, and their omission led Bly et al. (2015) to 

conclude that consumers did not consider them to be forms of sustainable consumption 

behaviours.  

 

A number of these studies recommend that future research should focus on alternative 

consumption behaviours instead of new purchases (e.g. Connell, 2010, Wiederhold and 

Martinez, 2018) and these practices have received more attention in recent years.  Ritch 

(2019) focused on collaborative consumption and found numerous examples of mothers 

sharing and exchanging items with friends and family when clothing children, but not for their 

own use. McNeill and Venter (2019) also focused on collaborative consumption, drawing on 

the TPB in a qualitative way, and they found a willingness to purchase second hand clothing 

among their sample of heavy fashion consuming young females; however, they identified more 

negative attitudes toward behaviours such as renting, borrowing and clothes swapping, 

pointing to the need for research to look at the role of possession in addition to acquisition. 

Maldini et al. (2019) in turn looked at whether past consumption of personalised products such 

as made-to-measure and self-made clothing had the potential to contribute towards 

sustainability, although counterintuitively they found consumers who owned such products 

had a higher rate of clothing turnover.  

 

Finally, a small set of studies adopted a more holistic approach and looked at the acquisition, 

possession and disposition stages of consumption as recommended by Arnould and 

Thompson (2005).  Some of these studies also sought to gain a longitudinal understanding of 

ethical fashion as recommended by McNeill and Moore (2015) and Hassan et al. (2016).  Hiller 

and Woodall (2019) for example used in-depth interviews to look at “cycles of consumption” 

over time.  They found their sample of ethically minded consumers focused on buying fewer 

items that would last to avoid waste, although the findings remain somewhat abstracted as 

they relied on responses to questions such as “what was going through your mind when you 
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bought/used that item?” (p. 898).  This limitation was addressed in studies that adopted 

(auto)ethnographic and observational methods.  Fisher et al. (2008) were able to evaluate 

how consumers laundered, repaired, adapted and stored their clothes using data from the 

wardrobe audits and diary tasks; Maldini et al. (2019) explored past, intended and actual 

behaviours at the acquisition, consumption, possession and disposition stages using a 

combination of wardrobe interviews and written narratives about wardrobe clear-outs; and 

West et al. (2021) gained contextually-rich insights into a number of different practices 

including making, modifying and mending clothes by participating in workshops and 

undertaking wardrobe audits with their participants.   Huopalainen and Satama (2020) in turn 

drew on shopping diaries and introspections on their experiences of buying ethical fashion, 

avoiding less ethical alternatives, shopping in flea markets, and engaging in upcycling and 

recycling when clothing their children over a period of two years.  
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3.5 Conclusion 

In many ways, the methodological approaches and behavioural focus in the ethical fashion 

literature mirror the broader field of ethical consumerism.  Economic studies have tried to 

identify segments of consumers that would buy ethical products using survey methods in the 

main, but the results have been inconsistent, and sales figures have proved even more 

disappointing than in other product categories.  Nevertheless, recent market research points 

to a willingness to engage in other practices such as buying and donating clothes to charity 

shops and repairing and altering clothes to extend their life.  Behavioural models from the field 

of cognitive psychology have been widely used to measure levels of behavioural intent, but 

studies testing the relationship between intention and actual behaviour(s) are less common.  

Interpretive studies focused more on past behaviour and revealed levels of ethical fashion 

purchasing to be low even amongst highly motivated ethical consumers; however, many of 

these studies pointed to the emergence of ‘slow’ and ‘collaborative’ fashion behaviours. 

Finally, a small set of studies used observational and (auto)ethnographic methods to gain a 

richer, contextual understanding of fashion-related behaviours at the acquisition, possession 

and disposition stages.  Wardrobe studies and introspection in particular present a means of 

addressing calls in the literature for more longitudinal studies of actual fashion consumption 

behaviour and of operationalising the holistic aim and objectives of my study.   
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CHAPTER 4:  ETHICAL CONSUMERISM AND FASHION (PART 2) 

4.1 Introduction  

The last two chapters were organised methodologically and reviewed research from the 

economic, psychological and interpretive traditions in consumer behaviour.  I highlighted a 

tendency for researchers to work in methodological and paradigmatic silos, and differences in 

terms of the focal ethical behaviours; however, there were also commonalities in terms of the 

other ‘aspects’ of consumption that were looked at.  I have sought to illustrate this in this 

chapter by organising it thematically.  I start by looking at internal, cognitive aspects of fashion 

consumption and the way researchers have approached informational aspects such as 

degrees of ethical awareness, understanding and knowledge.  External, macro influences are 

then looked at as I review socio-cultural, situational and structural aspects of fashion 

consumption.  
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4.2 Cognitive Aspects 

The influence of cognitive factors such as values, beliefs and attitudes have been extensively 

researched in the wider EC literature, and this has been replicated in the ethical fashion 

literature.  Here again, the main constructs tested were values, drawing on the work of 

Schwartz (1992, 1994), and attitudes, drawing on the theoretical work of Fishbein and Ajzen 

(Fishbein, 1963, 1967, Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980, Ajzen, 1991).  

Interpretivist researchers in turn have focused more on meanings, emotions and the coping 

strategies used by consumers to manage discrepancies between their ethical values, attitudes 

and behaviour.   

4.2.1 The role of values 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Rokeach (1973, p.5) defined values as “an enduring belief that a 

specific mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an 

opposite or converse mode of conduct or state of existence”.  One of my main criticisms of the 

wider EC literature was that researchers tended to focus on the 10 universal value types 

identified by Schwartz (1992, 1994), whereas as Shaw et al. (2005) have shown, ethical 

consumers place weighting on some values in each category but not on others.  This problem 

has been exacerbated in the ethical fashion literature where 3 of the 5 sampled studies tested 

Shwartz’s 4 value dimensions instead of value types, thus further aggregating the data (see 

Table 24 in the appendices for a summary).  Manchiraju and Sadachar (2014) for example 

hypothesised that behavioural intention toward ethical fashion consumption would be 

positively associated with self-transcendence values but did not find the relationship to be 

significant despite the fact that this dimension included values such as ‘social justice’, 

‘protecting the environment’ and ‘responsibility’.  Stringer et al. (2020) in contrast found self-

transcendence did have a positive impact on levels of consumer concern about animal 

welfare, environmental impact and worker welfare, but unlike Manchiraju and Sadachar 

(2014), they did not find evidence to support their hypothesis that self-enhancement values 

had a negative effect on ethical intent.  Jung and Jin (2016) in turn used cluster analysis to 

allow for comparisons between consumers who were “highly-involved in slow fashion” and 

other groups and found they had the highest scores for all 4 value dimensions; they were 

therefore pre-disposed to have concern for others (i.e., self-transcendence) whilst also 

pursuing personal interest (i.e. self-enhancement).  The findings thus raise further questions 

about the appropriateness and usefulness of aggregating values together and testing the 

relationship between value dimensions and ethical intent.   
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Jacobs et al. (2018) adopted a more focused approach and limited their study to biospheric 

(e.g. protecting the planet), altruistic (e.g. social justice) and egoistic (e.g. self-esteem) values 

drawing the work of Stern and colleagues (Stern et al., 1993, 1999, Stern, 2000).  As 

hypothesised, biospheric and altruistic values were found to enhance a positive attitude toward 

sustainable clothing, whilst egoistic values had a negative effect.  This was also the typology 

tested by Becker-Leifhold (2018) within the TPB framework, but they did not find the 

relationship between biospheric and altruistic values and intention to engage in collaborative 

consumption to be significant.   

 

A more inductive approach was adopted by Jägel et al. (2012) who asked 98 consumers that 

had engaged in ethical clothing related behaviours over the last 6 months to explain why they 

had done so in an open text box; participants were therefore not presented with a pre-defined 

list of values, although the answers were subsequently analysed drawing on Shwartz’s list of 

individual values.  The benefit of this approach is that respondents described values in their 

own words and the results were not influenced to the same extent by question wording and 

researcher conceptualisations and categorisations of values. The values mentioned (and the 

number of times mentioned) were feel good (26), equality (23), social justice (19), save 

resources and prevent pollution (15), provide for future generations (13), protect the 

environment ( 12), self-respect (11), social recognition (9), security (8), influence (6), 

benevolence (4), health (4), uniqueness (4) and unity with nature (2).  Informants also 

described conflicts between different values when making clothing purchases and having to 

make trade-offs between altruistic and biospheric values relating to ‘social justice’ and 

‘protecting the environment’ and egoistic values such as ‘self-respect’ and ‘social recognition’. 

 

The influence of values was explored in a number of the other sampled interpretive studies. 

Ritch (2014, 2020) drew on Holbrook’s (1999) typology of consumer values and found her 

sample of professional mothers traded-off self-orientated (e.g. aesthetics, excellence) and 

other-orientated (e.g. ethics, status) values when purchasing clothes.  Hiller and Woodall 

(2019) used both Dewey’s (1939) Theory of Valuation and Schwartz’s (1992, 1994) work as 

an analytical frame during their analysis, and found universalism, benevolence (e.g. caring for 

others) and tradition (e.g. frugality) type values to be positively associated with ethical fashion 

consumption, although in contrast to Jägel et al. (2012) and Ritch (2014, 2020) their sample 

of ethically-minded consumer-researchers rarely spoke of conflicts or trade-offs between 

different values.  The researchers also found values emerged from, and were strongly 

influenced by, personal histories, upbringing and life experiences, and their approach 

therefore has more in common with studies that have focused on life themes (e.g. Carrington 

et al., 2015) than approaches that consider values to be universal across all cultures.  I did 
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not identify any studies that looked explicitly at the influence of life themes (Mick and Buhl, 

1992) and life projects (McCracken, 1987) in the ethical fashion literature, however, and further 

research is therefore needed into how these aspects may influence clothing consumption and 

use. 

4.2.2 The role of attitudes 

Researchers in the broader EC literature have focused on testing attitudes towards an idea or 

issue such as fairtrade (e.g. Shaw et al., 2000), organic production (e.g. Michaelidou and 

Hassan, 2008) and environmental friendliness (e.g. Song et al., 2012) across product or 

service categories such as food and hotels.  This approach has been replicated in the fashion 

literature where researchers mostly tested attitudes towards a single ethical issue or attribute 

such as sweatshop labour (Shaw et al., 2007, Hassan et al., 2016), fairtrade (Jin Ma et al., 

2012), organic cotton (Hustvedt and Dickson, 2009, Kang et al., 2013, Han and Chung, 2014) 

and environmental friendliness (Bong Ko and Jin, 2017, Chang and Watchravesringkan, 2018) 

when making clothing purchases.  Others measured attitudes towards practices such as 

clothing rental (Becker-Leifhold, 2018), slow fashion (Sung and Woo, 2019) and clothing 

disposal (Joung and Park‐Poaps, 2013), whilst Reimers et al. (2016) and Magnuson et al. 

(2017) compared attitudes towards environmental responsibility, employee welfare, animal 

welfare and slow fashion.  Attitudes were measured using bipolar scales such as Bad-Good, 

Negative-Positive, Harmful-Beneficial and Unfavourable-Favourable (Shaw et al., 2007, 

Hassan et al., 2016) and were usually found to have a stronger influence on intent than the 

other TPB variables (e.g. Shaw et al., 2007, Jin Ma et al., 2012, Joung and Park‐Poaps, 2013, 

Kang et al., 2013, Becker-Leifhold, 2018, Chang and Watchravesringkan, 2018, Sung and 

Woo, 2019).  Kim et al. (2012) were the only researchers amongst the sample to test attitudes 

towards specific objects, and these were hypothetical pairs of jeans rather than actual 

products or possessions; and none of the studies tested whether ethical attitudes varied 

between brands, and between different clothing categories such as workwear, sportswear and 

childrenswear.  Consideration should therefore be given to the inclusion of separate measures 

for attitude(s) towards the focal idea (e.g., an ethical issue, concern, behaviour and/or practice 

relating to clothing) and actual attitude(s) towards a specific object (e.g., a particular brand, 

label and/or individual garment).    

 

One of the other limitations of the aforementioned studies is that they measured attitudes at a 

single point in time.  However, McNeill and Moore (2015) found evidence to suggest that 

attitudes changed over time and called for the adoption of a longitudinal approach to 

examining attitudes toward sustainable fashion.  Niinimäki (2010) in turn argued that attitudes 
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were difficult to study because of a tendency by consumers to give socially desirable answers 

and looked instead at levels of ethical interest and commitment, although little detail was 

provided about how these constructs were measured.  In fact, only a few exploratory studies 

focused on the role of attitudes (e.g. Joergens, 2006, Connell, 2010) and most researchers 

explored other related concepts.   Shaw et al. (2006) looked at levels of consumer concern 

about sweatshop clothing and argued that they were not fixed and could be unpredictable.  

Rich also explored the role of consumer concerns about fashion production (Ritch and 

Schröder, 2012) and unjust market systems (Ritch, 2019) and looked at enduring feelings and 

tendencies towards different ethical labels and retailers (Ritch, 2015); whilst Hiller and Woodall 

(2019) explored how the aspirations and sense of morality of informants changed over time.  

Likewise, none of the sampled wardrobe studies used the term attitudes, but Mellander and 

McIntyre (2021) gathered “views on style, fashion, consumption, and sustainability” (p.347) 

and identified a desire amongst their sample to detach themselves from fast fashion systems; 

and West et al. (2021) looked at opinions about slow-fashion and focused on individual 

garments.   This last approach presents a potential way for measuring and/or exploring how 

actual attitudes towards ethical attributes, issues, behaviours and practices vary between 

products and evolve over time, thus overcoming some of the limitations of studies that have 

looked at the role of attitudes more generally.   

4.2.3 Self-identity and the inner self 

Self-identity has been defined elsewhere in the consumer behaviour literature as “relatively 

enduring characteristics that people ascribe to themselves” (Sparks and Guthrie, 1998, 

pp.1396) and a number of researchers found the addition of a measure of moral or ethical 

self-identity added to the predictive powers of the TPB model in other markets (e.g. Sparks 

and Shepherd, 1992, Shaw and Shiu, 2002, Dean et al., 2012).  Surprisingly, only one of the 

sampled studies tested the influence of self-identity on intentions toward ethical clothing 

despite the strong relationship between fashion and notions of the self  (Solomon and Rabolt, 

2009).  In this study,  Hustvedt and Dickson (2009) found 38% of the consumers that 

considered organic cotton to be a salient issue also thought of themselves as “environmental”, 

“socially responsible” and/or “organic” consumers and someone who was concerned about 

“environmental” and/or “social issues” (p.59).  Yet again, responses were captured using 

Likert-type scales, which are prone to be influenced by social desirability bias, and questions 

of this nature also fail to address the complexity of issues around the construction of self. 

 

Numerous typologies of the self have been proposed elsewhere in the literature including by 

Sirgy (1980) who identified two internal dimensions (actual self-image and ideal self-image) 
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and two external dimensions (social self-image and ideal social self-image).  Niinimäki (2010) 

refers to the former two as the inner self and found “ethical hardliners” placed a much greater 

emphasis on finding clothes that fitted with their own ideology and identity than the other 

participants.  Shaw et al. (2006) found ethical consumers frequently felt unable to marry their 

ethical and fashion identities due to the poor selection of ethically produced clothing and that 

they felt they could not be true to their ethical beliefs and remain fashionable at the same time. 

Lundblad and Davies (2016) in contrast did not find any trade-off between sustainability and 

fashionability and found ethical purchases boosted internal self-esteem, although this may be 

due to the fact that they sampled consumers that had just successfully purchased clothes in 

two fashionable ethical stores in London.  Mellander and McIntyre (2021) in turn looked at 

wardrobe ‘clear-outs’ and found garments that no longer fitted were kept in the hope of a future 

ideal self when they would fit, whilst other items were used to hide perceived body 

imperfections.  These aspects of the inner self are underexplored in the ethical fashion 

literature and merit further investigation alongside aspects of the social self (Sirgy, 1982, 

Solomon, 1983).  

4.2.4 Emotions, feelings and meanings 

Marketers have long been interested in emotive and hedonic aspects of fashion consumption 

and the phrase ‘retail therapy’ is often used colloquially to describe situations where people 

buy clothes as self-treats to cheer themselves up (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982, Atalay and 

Meloy, 2011).  Such purchases are typically impulsive, ‘thoughtless’ and unplanned and have 

been contrasted with ethical consumption which necessitates a degree of ‘thinking’ about the 

plight of others and the planet (Jacobs et al., 2018).  Jacobs et al. (Ibid.) found hedonic values 

hindered sustainable clothing purchase behaviour and contributed to the value-attitude-

behaviour gap amongst their large sample of German consumers.  Other quantitative and 

qualitative studies that sampled general consumers found that an emotional attachment to fast 

fashion, newness, pleasure and/or fun were barriers to ethical purchase behaviour in the 

clothing sector (e.g. Niinimäki, 2010, Ritch, 2014, Jung and Jin, 2016, McNeill and Venter, 

2019). 

 

Researchers drawing on samples of more ethically orientated consumers often found pro-

social and environmental purchases evoked positive feelings and emotions. The sustainable 

fashion pioneers who participated in the Bly et al. (2015) study found pleasure and joy in 

consuming ethically which contributed to their emotional well-being, and the ethical clothing 

purchasers interviewed by Lundblad and Davies (2016) felt good about having a “guilt-free 

conscience”.  Ritch (2020) found evidence to suggest that positive purchasing increased the 
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self-esteem of her more mainstream sample and argued that high-street retailers could create 

competitive advantage by making it possible for consumers to align their fashion and 

sustainability related values.  Elsewhere, she focused on slow and collaborative consumption 

and found these practices evoked positive emotions and feelings of pride (Ritch, 2014, Ritch, 

2019).  Huopalainen and Satama (2020) introspected on how clothing their boys gave them 

“joyful, aesthetic and affective pleasure” (p.104) and on how they experienced much greater 

satisfaction buying second-hand clothes in ‘flea markets’ because the purchases were 

consistent with their ethical beliefs.  Failure to enact ethical intent in turn was found to evoke 

negative emotions.  Some of the ethical consumers who took part in the Shaw and Tomolillo 

(2004) study described feelings of frustration, confusion and mental exhaustion when trying to 

buy clothes that were consistent with their ethical self-identity, and many hated shopping for 

clothes as a result.  Similar emotions were identified by Hassan et al. (2013) who drew on a 

similar sample and found compromising on ethical beliefs led to feelings of helplessness, 

shame, unpleasantness and uncertainty.  Huopalainen and Satama (2020) also found 

themselves struggling with uncertainty about the origins of clothes, with one stating “as a 

mother it hurts to think about sweatshops, global inequalities and pollution in the clothing 

industry” (p.105), and Ritch and Brownlie (2016) found some mothers disengaged completely 

with the issues because they could not cope with them emotionally.    

 

Cultural approaches to consumer behaviour have explored the meanings of material goods 

(e.g. McCracken, 1986, Belk, 1988, Thompson et al., 1994) including clothing (e.g. Thompson 

and Haytko, 1997) and have broadened the scope of consumer research to include the 

possession and disposition stages (Arnould and Thompson, 2005).  Hiller (2010) found 

evidence to suggest that ‘ethical’ purchases had the ability to positively influence post-

purchase emotions and explored these aspects in more depth in a later study by asking 

participants to discuss specific clothing they had acquired at different life stages (Hiller and 

Woodall, 2019).  Their sample of consumer-researchers described ‘consummatory 

experiences’ across cycles of consumption and clothing possessions were found to evoke 

nostalgic memories.  Nostalgia is also one of the themes identified by Huopalainen and 

Satama (2020) who introspected on how they found it meaningful to invest time and energy in 

consuming ethically.  The sampled wardrobe studies provide valuable insights into the 

possession and disposition life cycle stages and thus point to the potential of the method for 

studying cognitive aspects of ethical fashion consumption over time.   Maldini et al. (2019)  for 

example found ‘personalised’ and ‘self-made’ possessions had higher emotional value than 

‘ready-to-wear’ garments because they were considered to be more ‘special’ and concluded 

that such behaviours could potentially reduce levels of clothing turnover and the life cycle 

impacts of the industry.  Mellander and McIntyre (2021) also explored emotional attachment 



 

79 

to clothing possessions and found participants experienced joy when they were able to abstain 

from buying new items, but that they also felt guilty about making wrong investments and that 

clothes could become a source of stress and anxiety as a result.  The written narratives they 

subsequently collected about personal experiences of wardrobe clear-outs showed some 

clothing items were kept for nostalgic reasons and that the participants found it hard to detach 

themselves from such items.   

4.2.5 Reasoning, planning and coping 

The names of the two most widely used theories in the literature - the Theory of Reasoned 

Action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975) and Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) – imply 

that consumers engage in mental reasoning about different actions and plan how to enact 

their behavioural intentions.  The complexities of consumer reasoning, planning and meaning 

making are not explored in any depth in most of the studies that have tested the models 

however because of the reliance on self-completion questionnaires made up of closed rating 

questions, and because of the focus on cognitive antecedents to intent rather than actual 

behaviour.  The studies of sweatshop clothing avoidance by Shaw and her colleagues are a 

notable exception because the researchers conducted the research in two stages, starting 

with a self-completion questionnaire to measure antecedents to intent, followed by semi-

structured interviews 6 weeks later to explore (Shaw et al., 2006) and measure (Shaw et al., 

2007, Hassan et al., 2016) influences on actual behaviour.  They found that the intention-

behaviour relationship was mediated by the extent to which participants had made plans to 

avoid purchasing sweatshop clothing and taken steps to enable themselves to do so.  These 

studies demonstrate the need for the adoption of mixed or multi-methods to gain a fuller 

understanding of consumer reasoning and planning – and how people manage and cope with 

inconsistencies between their attitudes, intentions and behaviour. 

 

One of the other themes discussed by Shaw et al. (2006) was the potential for conflict between 

different ethical considerations, for example tensions between a concern about fair trade with 

poorer countries and a desire to support home-country production.  Hassan et al. (2013) 

explored these issues further and found their sample struggled to cope with conflicting ethical 

attributes, for example whether to choose synthetic or leather products.  Participants in the 

Bly et al. (2015) study also complained of inherent trade-offs when making decisions relating 

to fabric choice, labour standards and other sustainability concerns, and Huopalainen and 

Satama (2020) described struggling to balance different ethical considerations.  Hiller and 

Woodall (2019) did not identify any such tensions or dilemmas however and found their 
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sample of ethically minded consumers were able to manage different considerations by 

adopting strategies such as buying fewer, more durable clothes.   

 

A number of studies found evidence of consumers using management, coping and/or 

neutralisation strategies to rationalise and justify discrepancies between their attitudes, 

intentions and behaviour.  Eckhardt et al. (2010) identified 3 such strategies: economic 

rationalisation where consumers wanted to get the most value for their money regardless of 

their ethical beliefs; institutional dependency where consumers would argue that institutions 

such as governments should regulate what products are sold; and developmental realism 

were some unethical practices on the part of corporations were considered to be necessary 

for economic development to occur.  Others also identified examples of institutional 

dependency and/or a “denial of responsibility” (Sykes and Matza, 1957) where consumers 

argued that governments should tackle the problems on their behalf (e.g. Joergens, 2006, 

Markkula and Moisander, 2012).  Developmental realism and “denial of victim” type techniques 

(Sykes and Matza, 1957) were also evident in the Joergens study and responses such as: “… 

poor wages is the last thing I perceive as unethical. We have a free market. You can also see 

it this way: at least they have a job” (2006, p.363).  Ritch and Brownlie (2016) in turn found 

their sample made creative use of other neutralisation techniques such as “appeals to a higher 

loyalties” (Sykes and Matza, 1957), for example defending their failure to address worker 

exploitation by arguing that they had to prioritise clothing their own children.  Information 

avoidance and wilful ignorance (Ehrich and Irwin, 2005) was also identified, and this coping 

strategy is discussed in the next section.   
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4.3 Informational Aspects 

There has been a greater focus on informational aspects of consumption in the ethical fashion 

literature than the broader EC field.  Economic approaches sought to measure levels of 

awareness and knowledge and have identified a demand for more information and better 

labelling.  Psychological approaches tested the relationship between knowledge and the 

formation of attitudes and behavioural intent.  Cultural approaches in turn viewed consumers 

as interpreters of meaning and explored how ethical awareness, understanding and 

knowledge was shaped by the situational and socio-historic context.     

4.3.1 Measuring awareness and knowledge 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, consumer behaviourists have long been influenced by rational 

decision making models that suggest consumers go through sequential problem recognition, 

information search and evaluation of alternatives stages before purchasing a product or 

service (Solomon et al., 2016, Kotler et al., 2017).   This was also the logic in much of the 

ethical fashion literature where it was argued that awareness and knowledge of the problem 

was a prerequisite to the formation of ethical attitudes, intention and/or behaviours (Bly et al., 

2015).  Both academic and market researchers have pointed to relatively high levels of 

awareness of issues relating to working conditions at the garment assembly stage due to a 

combination of factors including public campaigns and high profile disasters such as the 

collapse of the Rana Plaza factory in Bangladesh in 2013 (Klein, 2001, ILO, 2021) and media 

scrutiny over issues such as child labour (e.g. BBC, 2008).  The sampled studies found 

awareness of these issues to be particularly high amongst ethical consumers (e.g. Shaw and 

Tomolillo, 2004, Shaw et al., 2006), but research conducted with general consumers also 

suggested they had abundant awareness and knowledge of these issues (e.g. Joergens, 

2006, Eckhardt et al., 2010).   

 

Researchers found awareness and understanding of ecological aspects of garment production 

to be considerably lower (e.g. Joergens, 2006, Fisher et al., 2008, Ritch, 2020) despite the 

scale of the environmental concerns highlighted in Chapter 1.   A number of studies that tested 

value and/or attitude-based models sought to measure levels of environmental knowledge, 

but with varying degrees of success.  Su et al. (2019) sampled university students in the US 

and China and used responses to statements such as “I am informed about environmental 

issues (e.g. eco-fashion, environmental impact of clothing manufacturing) in the fashion 

apparel manufacturing business” and “I understand the environmental impact of apparel 

products across the supply chain” to measure knowledge (p.1149).  As hypothesised, they 

found medium levels of knowledge in the US and very low levels in China, and this is 
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concerning from an environmental point of view given the projected rise in levels of clothing 

consumption in emerging economies over the next few decades (see Chapter 1).  The 

researchers relied on self-assessments of knowledge, however, which were captured on a 

scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” and as discussed elsewhere, 

measurements of this nature are prone to under- and over-estimation (Wagner, 1997).  Chang 

and Watchravesringkan (2018) sought to address this problem by testing actual 

“environmental apparel product knowledge” (EAPK) using statements such as “air pollution 

can occur during some common dye processes of textiles” (p.155).  However, these 

statements were originally designed to elicit “true” or “false” responses (Kim and Damhorst, 

1998) whereas the researchers used a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 

5 = “strongly agree”) and the EAPK measure proved to be unreliable during the subsequent 

statistical analysis.  Kang et al. (2013) used a number of different statements to measure 

levels of consumer knowledge (CK) about organic cotton in the US, China and South Korea 

and these are listed in Table 2.  As the mean values indicate, CK levels were generally low 

and 47.5% of the sample were either unfamiliar with organic cotton or had never heard of the 

concept, although no comparisons were made between levels of knowledge in the 3 countries.  

However, CK2 measures behavioural control and CK3 and CK4 measure past behaviour 

rather than knowledge which, as discussed below, is problematic in terms of testing the 

relationship between CK and other TPB variables.  These studies therefore point to a need to 

develop more reliable and coherent scales to measure levels of consumer knowledge about 

ethical aspects of fashion consumption. 

 

Table 2: Measures of Consumer Knowledge (CK) and Behavioural Control (BC) 

Code Statement Scale Mean 

CK1  I am quite familiar with organic cotton apparel 1 = strongly 
disagree to 7 
= strongly 
agree 

2.42 

CK2 I often see organic cotton apparel in shopping places 
(e.g., department stores, specialty stores, online 
shopping malls, etc.)  

2.60 

CK3 I have often bought organic cotton apparel  2.06 

CK4 I have often tried on organic cotton apparel although I 
did not make purchases.  

2.10 

CK5 I know quite a lot about organic cotton apparel. 2.09 

CK6 I have often read articles or news about or have learned 
about organic cotton apparel 

2.13 

BC5 It might be difficult to obtain information regarding what 
products are organic cotton apparel 

1 = always a 
problem to 7 
= never a 
problem 

3.41 

BC6 There might be no way for me to ensure it is genuinely 
‘organic’ even if it says it is organic cotton apparel 

3.18 

Source: Kang et al. (2013) 
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Studies utilising qualitative methods have not had to reduce questions relating to knowledge 

into testable propositions and have therefore been able to explore informational aspects in 

greater depth.  Connell (2010) found his sample of eco-conscious consumers in the US lacked 

basic knowledge about the environmental impact of fibre production, assumed cotton to be 

sustainable because it grew naturally, and had limited awareness of environmentally 

preferable alternatives, and these findings were echoed elsewhere in the literature (e.g. 

Birtwistle and Moore, 2007, Fisher et al., 2008).  Ritch (2014) identified an increasing 

awareness of the need to reduce consumption, to reuse commodities and to recycle waste 

amongst professional mothers, but the term ‘slow fashion’ was not used by participants which 

suggests it was not widely recognised at the time.  Lack of awareness was identified as an 

important barrier to ‘collaborative consumption’ as the majority of participants had not head of 

the concept (Becker-Leifhold, 2018).  Birtwistle and Moore (2007) found their sample of young 

female consumers were unaware of the need for clothing recycling and that a lack of 

knowledge was a key limiting factor; and whilst participants in the Fisher et al. (2008) study 

routinely donated clothes to charities, they were largely ignorant about what happened to them 

afterwards.   Fisher et al. (Ibid.) also found awareness of sustainable laundry practices to be 

very low and recommended that more should be done to educate consumers about this life 

cycle stage.    

4.3.2 Modelling the influence of knowledge 

A number of studies in the broader EC literature tested the relationship between ethical 

information and/or labelling and purchasing (e.g. De Pelsmacker et al., 2005b, De Pelsmacker 

and Janssens, 2007, Basu and Hicks, 2008), but Hosta and Zabkar (2021) were the only 

researchers amongst the sample to incorporate a measure of knowledge into the TPB model.  

In contrast, there have been several attempts in the ethical fashion literature to incorporate 

informational variables into the TPB and other models, but there were inconsistencies in terms 

of where along the value-attitude-intention-behaviour continuum these variables were 

positioned.  Su et al. (2019) theorised knowledge to be an antecedent to Attitude (ATT) and 

found the relationship to be significant in both the US and China, and this was also the 

hypothesis Chang and Watchravesringkan (2018) sought to test, although as discussed, their 

EAPK measure proved to be unreliable and the relationship could not be tested.  Bong Ko & 

Jin (2017) found general environmental knowledge (i.e. not clothing specific) positively 

influenced attitudes toward purchasing green apparel products, but that the relationship 

between knowledge and internal Perceived Behavioural Control (PBC) was even stronger; 

however, they did not test the relationship between knowledge and Subjective Norm (SN).  

Kang et al. (2013) were the only researchers to test the relationship between knowledge all 
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three of the antecedents to intent identified by Ajzen (1991), and they did not find the 

relationship between CK and ATT to be significant in contrast to the other researchers, 

although as discussed, the way they measured CK was problematic.  The study did identify a 

significant relationship between the CK and SN construct however and a much stronger 

relationship between CK and PBC, although these two variables may not have been fully 

independent as two of the statements used to measure behavioural control (BC5 and BC6) 

were knowledge-related (see Table 2).   

 

All of these studies theorised knowledge to be an indirect antecedent to Behavioural Intention 

(BI) or Behaviour (B) and assumed the relationship would be moderated by ATT, SN and/or 

PBC.  However, as discussed in previous chapters, I have long theorised the relationship 

between informational elements such as social labelling and behaviour to be more direct, and 

there was some evidence to support this theory in the literature.  Kim et al. (2012) measured 

intention to purchase two pairs of jeans and included an intrinsic informational cue (100% 

organic) on one of the stimulus webpages and an extrinsic cue (10% to help save planet) on 

the other.  Both claims had a direct positive influence on BI, although the intrinsic claim also 

activated Personal Environmental Concern (which they used instead of Attitude), and the 

extrinsic claim triggered an urge to confirm to a Social Norm (which they used instead of 

Subjective Norm).  Surprisingly however, Jin Ma et al. (2012) found no significant relationship 

between knowledge of the fairtrade concept and FT purchasing, and Joung and Park‐Poaps 

(2013) did not find unavailability of information to be a significant impediment to behaviours 

such as reselling, donating and reusing.   

 

One of the limitations of these studies is that they all surveyed students or consumers with no 

particular interest in, or experience of, the focal ethical behaviours.  Consequently, they only 

provide limited insights into the role of actual information and knowledge on the other tested 

variables.   Here again, the Hassan et al. (2016) study was a notable exception as they 

surveyed subscribers to the Ethical Consumer magazine, a publication that seeks to empower 

consumers through the provision of information (ECRA, 2001), and measured factors that 

impeded the translation of BI into actual sweatshop avoidance.  Lack of information was the 

main barrier they identified and 46% of participants said they had found it difficult to access 

information about the ethical credentials of clothing; however, they incorporated information 

into a broader measure of Actual Behavioural Control (ABC) in their modelling and did not test 

the relationship between information and ATT, SN, PBC or BI.  Further research is therefore 

needed into how informational aspects – including both enablers such as ethical labels and 

barriers such as information unavailability – influence the intentions, behaviours and practices 

of ethically minded consumers at various stages of the decision and meaning-making process.    
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4.3.3 Exploring the knowledge conundrum  

The central narrative in much of the interpretive literature is that ethical, ethically minded and, 

in some cases, general consumers were concerned about social and/or environmental 

aspects of clothing consumption but found themselves unable to access the information they 

needed to make informed decisions.  Lack of information was found to be a cause of 

frustration, stress and uncertainty (Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004, Valor, 2007, Hassan et al., 

2013) and the time and effort required to establish the ethical credentials of fashion products 

was so considerable it put some consumers off searching (Shaw et al., 2006, Ritch, 2014, 

Valor et al., 2018).  Participants often pointed to the absence of a clear labelling scheme 

similar to the ones already in place in the food sector (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, Jägel et al., 

2012, Ritch, 2014), echoing the findings from quantitative studies that identified demand for 

labels relating to working conditions and other ethical concerns such as animal welfare and 

organic and environmentally friendly materials (Dickson, 2001, 2005, Hustvedt et al., 2008).  

Social labelling in the fashion industry has been the theme of special conferences and books 

(e.g. Bair et al., 2013), however little research has been conducted into how consumers 

interpret and use such labels.  This can be explained in part by the fact that such accreditation 

schemes are not widely available in the marketplace which has made it difficult for researchers 

to investigate and/or observe these aspects (Hiller, 2010).  Ritch used 5 actual labels as 

primers during her interviews, however, and found they evoked a positive response from 

participants, although they did not understand the meaning of some of the language used e.g. 

“eco factory” and “Plan A” (Ritch, 2014, Ritch and Brownlie, 2016, Ritch, 2020).   

 

A number of the studies found consumers had to rely on heuristics (Ritch, 2015) and 

‘guesswork’ (Shaw et al., 2006) in the absence of social labelling.  Many assumed higher 

prices equated to better working conditions (Ritch and Brownlie, 2016) and believed ‘cheap’ 

items could not be truly sustainable (Bly et al., 2015).  Judgements were made based on 

country of origin, for example that clothing made in the UK and EU were sweatshop free and 

that items from countries like Bangladesh and China were best avoided (Joergens, 2006, 

Shaw et al., 2006, Bly et al., 2015).  Some of the participants in the Shaw et al. (2006) study 

equated the Fairtrade logo with being sweatshop free despite the fact it only covered the cotton 

cultivation stage at the time. Ritch (2015, 2020) found consumers assumed UK retailers did 

not exploit garment workers because of their established position in the market, and that some 

retailers like M&S benefitted from a ‘halo effect’ of having high-profile sustainability 

programmes.  Past controversies about garment worker exploitation led others to boycott 

brands such as Nike, Gap and Primark even when the incidents had taken place a number of 

years ago (Shaw et al., 2006, Ritch, 2015) and this points to the potential long term impact of 
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negative publicity on brand perceptions and value.  Independent brands and shops in turn 

were assumed to be more ethical than larger retailers and ‘small and local’ was found to carry 

an air of sustainability (Shaw et al., 2006, Bly et al., 2015).  Participants usually recognised 

the limitations of making such inferences, however, and acknowledged that they were often 

based on opinion rather than fact.   

 

In Chapter 3, I discussed some of the results of a large survey on sustainable fashion 

undertaken in the UK by Lightspeed on behalf of Mintel (2019).  The panel members were 

also asked which sources they trusted the most when it came to learning about ethical fashion; 

they could select up to 3 responses from a list of 8, and the results are presented in Table 3. 

Online resources were the most trusted source, and this is one of the areas I have explored 

in previous research.  I theorised that online social labelling presented a way of addressing 

the information needs of different consumers as hyperlinks could be used to allow people to 

draw as much or little information as they needed, and because more comprehensive 

information could be shared on the web than on a traditional labels or hangtags (Roberts, 

2013).  The research involved conducting a content and documentary analysis of the websites 

of leading retailers in the UK and I found only limited information was provided about factory 

audits, Codes of Conduct and social responsibility.  My other main finding was that the way 

retail and corporate webpages were structured made it difficult for users to access and 

decipher the information (Ibid.).  One of the limitations of the study, however, is that I did not 

explore how the information was used and interpreted by consumers, and the results in Table 

3 suggest people do not trust information from fashion brands to the same extent as online 

resources in general.  A number of other studies identified consumer scepticism about the 

credibility, legitimacy, reliability and/or trustworthiness of company websites (Joergens, 2006), 

Codes of Conduct (Shaw et al., 2006) and other material shared by retailers (Shaw and 

Tomolillo, 2004, Hassan et al., 2013) and found that they were viewed as forms of marketing 

(Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) or ‘greenwash’ (West et al., 2021).  Studies also identified 

consumer scepticism about some social labels and independent accreditation schemes 

(Fisher et al., 2008, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) and about some of the claims of social 

and environmental exploitation made by campaigning organisations (Ritch, 2014).  This is 

further evidence of the need to view consumers as interpreters of meaning rather than passive 

receivers of information.   

 

  



 

87 

Table 3: Sources of information about ethical and sustainable fashion 

Online resources 35.9% 

Friends/family 29.7% 

Newspapers 24.6% 

TV/films 19.5% 

Fashion brands 18.0% 

Magazines 15.1% 

Bloggers/social media influencers 13.2% 

Celebrities 8.2% 

None of these 23.5% 

Source: Mintel (2019) 

 

Markkula and Moisander (2012) have questioned the narrative that a lack of information is the 

problem, arguing that information on social responsibility was widely available in the mass 

media and social media and on the web.  They conducted research with general consumers 

in Finland and found examples of a ‘knowledge-to-action gap’ where participants continued to 

consume in an unsustainable way despite being aware of the problems.  This, they argued, 

could be largely attributed to a ‘discursive confusion’ caused by conflicting and contradictory 

information from different sources which limited the ability of consumers to engage in 

sustainable consumption practices.  Similar themes were discussed by Hassan et al. (2013) 

who found some of the ethical consumers they studied faced uncertainty because of the 

number of different claims made in relation to fashion, and the researchers concluded that 

additional information could become a burden and reduce inclination to engage in ethical 

practices.  Others found evidence of selective information procession and examples of wilful 

(Ehrich and Irwin, 2005) and guilty (Valor, 2007) ignorance where consumers deliberately 

avoided looking too closely at the social and environmental records of their favourite brands 

or retailers in case it led to feelings of guilt and anxiety (e.g. Valor, 2007, Ritch and Brownlie, 

2016, Ritch, 2020).  Finally, Bly et al. (2015) found evidence to support both sides of the 

argument: their sample of ‘sustainable fashion pioneers’ demonstrated a vast amount of 

knowledge about sustainability issues in the fashion industry, and this enabled some of them 

to consume in an ethical way.  However, greater knowledge proved to be a source of confusion 

and complexity for others and dissuaded them adopting sustainable practices.   

4.3.4 Addressing the knowledge conundrum  

The ‘knowledge conundrum’ (Bly et al., 2015) we are therefore faced with is how to make 

enough information available for consumers to make informed decisions, whilst ensuring 
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others are not overloaded with too much detail.  A number of potential solutions were proposed 

in the literature.  Ritch (2014) concluded that policymakers, campaigners and retailers needed 

to make information less intrinsic, abstract and distant. Eckhardt et al. (2010) argued 

marketers should focus on emotional rather than rational and moral appeals in order to 

overcome the problem of economic rationalisation, governmental dependency and 

developmental realism.  However, Harris et al. (2016) recommended focusing on functional 

benefits such as savings in terms of time and money as a result washing at lower temperatures 

and engaging in practices such as upcycling and recycling.  Markkula and Moisander (2012) 

suggested that the ‘discursive confusion’ they identified could be reduced by offering 

consumers a number of different, coherent and effective options such as buying less clothes 

and choosing longer lasting garments; and a similar recommendation was made by West et 

al. (2021) who called on policymakers to make more information available about tangible 

changes consumers could make themselves.    

 

A number of recent studies have pointed to the potential role of social media in raising 

awareness in both developed and developing economies because participants were often 

found to rely on blogs and social networking sites for information and style inspiration (Bong 

Ko and Jin, 2017, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018, Su et al., 2019).  None of these studies 

looked in detail at these aspects, however, or studied how their sample consumers engaged 

with social media.  Bly et al. (2015) were the only researchers amongst the sample that 

undertook analysis of actual online behaviour, and they found using and contributing to blogs, 

forums, online magazines and social networks helped their sample develop deep knowledge 

of fashion production systems and the work that went into creating garments.  This is a 

valuable addition to the literature, but the transferability of the findings is limited by the fact 

that they focused on an extreme group of consumers.  Further research is therefore needed 

into the potential role of social media in raising levels of awareness and knowledge of 

sustainable fashion consumption behaviours in both developed and emerging markets.   

 

Another common recommendation in the literature is that education programmes should be 

introduced to improve levels of understanding of fashion supply chains, slow fashion, garment 

care and disposal, and that these topics should be (re)introduced into the school curriculum 

(e.g. Valor, 2007, Joung and Park‐Poaps, 2013, Jung and Jin, 2016, Harris et al., 2016, West 

et al., 2021).  Some of the observational studies looked in more detail at this: Fisher et al. 

(2008) for example deliberately provided participants with information on how to consume 

more responsibly during the first phase of their study and found knowledge and participation 

in the diary and wardrobe audit tasks led to the adoption of more sustainable practices.  

Mellander and McIntyre (2021) and West et al. (2021) in turn participated in workshops on the 
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environmental impact of the textile industry and found the activities again led to changes in 

behaviour.  

 

Finally, one of my main objectives in this study was to explore the relationship between ethical 

information and knowledge and actual fashion consumption behaviours over time, and there 

were two attempts to do this in the literature.  Hiller and Woodall (2019) compared consumer 

descriptions of the experience of purchasing a coat and found they deployed a number of 

different conscious and unconscious strategies drawing on both past behaviour and 

informational cues.  One participant (Meryl) routinely purchased from M&S like some of the 

participants in the Ritch (2015, 2020) studies and did not feel the need to search for any other 

information; another interviewee (Daphne) went through an extended cognitive process of 

problem recognition, searching for information and evaluating alternatives (Kotler et al., 2017) 

when she purchased a fur coat; and a third participant (Sarah) described an impulsive 

purchase of a Barbour coat at John Lewis where she drew on her past experience of shopping 

at the store, the opinion of her husband, memories of living in Wales, and labelling cues about 

UK manufacturing and quality.   Huopalainen and Satama (2020) in turn introspected on how 

their clothing consumption behaviours were influenced both by their existing knowledge as 

researchers and their efforts to learn about slow fashion and sustainability certifications over 

a period of two years.  These studies point to the need for further research into how consumer 

understandings of ethical aspects of fashion consumption develop over time and of how 

consumers draw on personal, commercial, public and experiential sources of information 

(Kotler and Armstrong, 2005) to develop ethical knowledge.     
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4.4 Socio-cultural Aspects 

There is wide recognition in the broader literature that clothing possessions have a high ‘sign 

value’ and that fashion plays a key role in the construction of self (Belk, 1988, Solomon and 

Rabolt, 2009).  The Mintel (2019) research also revealed friends and family to be the second 

most trusted source of information about ethical fashion, and that mass media and social 

media were also trusted by some (see Table 3).  Overall, there has been less emphasis on 

socio-cultural aspects of consumption in survey-based research than on the other three 

aspects; however, interpretive researchers have looked in much more detail at the influence 

of social norms, culture, habits, personal history and social aspects of the self using a range 

of qualitative methods. 

4.4.1 Subjective v. social norms  

It is the Subjective Norm construct that has generally been used in quantitative studies to 

measure social influences on behaviour, and most studies in other contexts found SN had less 

influence on BI than ATT.  However, two of the sampled studies found SN had a greater 

influence on BI towards fashion than ATT (Han and Chung, 2014, Bong Ko and Jin, 2017) and 

other studies identified a strong relationship between SN and BI (e.g. Kang et al., 2013).  This 

is an indication that normative influences have a greater influence on ethical consumption in 

fashion contexts because of the social role and high sign value of clothes (Shaw et al., 2006, 

Ritch, 2014).  Almost all of the studies used statements such as “people who are important to 

me think I should / would approve / want me to purchase green apparel products” (Bong Ko 

and Jin, 2017, p.78) to measure SN.  The problem with this approach is that the relative 

normative influence of different social groups such as parents, family members and friends 

cannot be ascertained because participants are asked about ‘important others’ in general.  

Joung and Park‐Poaps (2013) were the only researchers amongst the sample to test the 

influence of different groups and they found environmentally motivated clothing donation and 

resale behaviours were shaped by family members but not by the opinions of friends and 

social peers.  There is a need therefore for future research to compare the relationship 

between different influencers and ethical intent. 

 

Fewer attempts have been made to incorporate additional socio-cultural variables into the TPB 

model than cognitive and informational variables.  Kim et al. (2012) looked at broader ‘social 

norms’ by asking questions about descriptive norms (i.e. beliefs about how others behave) in 

addition to injunctive norms (i.e. beliefs about what others think a person should do).  

Descriptive norm was measured using statements such as “I think that many other shoppers 

are purchasing environment friendly products” and injunctive norm was measured using SN 
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type measures such as “most people who are important to me think that I should buy 

environmentally friendly products” (Kim et al., 2012, p.9), and they found both descriptive and 

injunctive norms positively influenced intention to purchase.  Hassan et al. (2016) also 

included separate descriptive and injunctive norm variables, but in this case only the former 

exerted a significant influence on BI,  which suggests that perceptions of what others do may 

have more of a normative influence on BI than what others think about ethical fashion 

consumption.  Becker-Leifhold (2018) in turn augmented the model by adding an Interpersonal 

Influences variable to measure the extent to which consumers learnt about clothing by 

observing and seeking information from referent others.  They found that consumers with a 

stronger propensity to be influenced by interpersonal others had a stronger intention to engage 

in collaborative consumption.  All three studies therefore point to the need for a broader 

measure of social norms that captures the influence of both descriptive and injunctive norms.  

 

A number of interpretive studies looked at familial and relational influences on fashion 

consumption. Hiller and Woodall (2019) found many behaviours were learnt from parents and 

concluded that people found it difficult to rid themselves of the early socialisation effects of 

unsustainable practices that were picked up during childhood.  Parental disapproval 

discouraged some of the participants in the King and Dennis (2006) study from engaging in 

de-shopping, but others got the idea from family members and friends.  Shaw and Tomolillo 

(2004) identified examples of interest in ethical fashion being ignited by partners, but McNeill 

and Moore (2015) found one participant opted not to purchase second-hand clothing because 

his girlfriend did not like them.  Mellander and McIntyre (2021) found social norms about 

gender, bodies and weight to be key influencing factors, whilst Connell (2010) explored the 

influence of professional norms and found participants felt ethically preferable apparel such 

as garments made from hemp were not suitable for their workplaces where they were 

expected to carry a ‘certain appearance’.  Ritch (2014) identified similar concerns amongst 

her sample of professional mothers who felt a need to maintain their social and professional 

status, and they also wanted to provide their children with desirable fashion to help them align 

with social peers.  A need for belongingness and to ‘fit in’ with interpersonal and wider social 

groups was another recurring theme (e.g. Valor, 2007, McNeill and Venter, 2019) and this 

often led participants to purchase more clothing in order to keep up with the latest ‘fashion’.  

Another barrier was that some ethical clothing such as hemp were negatively associated with 

alternative, non-mainstream ‘others’ (Connell, 2010, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).   

 

There has been growing interest in the role of social media influences in recent years in both 

the fashion and wider marketing literatures (e.g. Martínez-López et al., 2020, Jin et al., 2021) 

and a number of observers have suggested they could play a role in normalising sustainable 
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fashion consumption behaviours (e.g. Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, UN, 2019).  Whilst 

only 13.2% of the respondents to the Lightspeed/Mintel (2019) survey indicated that 

“bloggers/social media influencers” were one of their most trusted sources of information (see 

Table 3), this proportion rose to 25.0% in the 16-26 year old category.  Kantar (2020) in turn 

pointed a rise in “slow fashion influencers” and a high-profile social media campaign to boycott 

the online fashion retailer Boohoo over allegations of poor working conditions in a supplier 

factory.  As discussed, Bly et al. (2015) were the only researchers amongst the sample to 

look at the role of social media and their research focused on the influencers rather than the 

influenced, although interestingly many of them still felt a societal pressure to consume in 

unsustainable ways despite being ‘sustainable fashion pioneers’.  Further research is 

therefore needed into role of influencers on both ethical and unsustainable fashion 

consumption behaviours.   

4.4.2 Cultural norms and habits 

Cultural approaches to consumer behaviour have pointed to the normative influence of factors 

such as national culture, subcultures and habits in addition to social norms (e.g. Sherry, 1983, 

McCracken, 1988, Arnould and Thompson, 2005).  Studies testing the role of values have 

often identified higher rankings for individualism in ‘western’ economies such as the US and 

for collectivism in Asian countries such as China, and Su et al. (2019) tested this theory in 

relation to environmentally and socially responsible apparel, but found no significant difference 

in levels of individualism.  This may be because they sampled university students in Shanghai 

where global brands and fashion styles are widely available, and many will have had more in 

common with students in the US – the other group studied – than consumers in less developed 

areas of China.  As discussed in the previous section, both Han and Chung (2014) and Bong 

Ko & Jin (2017) found SN exerted greater influence on BI than ATT in contrast with much of 

the literature elsewhere, and the Han and Chung (Ibid.) suggested this may be due to the fact 

that they conducted their research in South Korea where pressure to comply with social norms 

are said to be greater because of higher levels of collectivism.  Bong Ko & Jin (2017) tested 

this theory with their US and Chinese samples and theorised that the influence of SN on BI 

would be greater amongst the latter group “… because Chinese (people) tend to feel more 

social pressures when conducting environmental behaviours” (p.76) but found the relationship 

to be stronger in the US than in China.  These studies therefore illustrate the need to be careful 

when making generalisations about the influence of national culture.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, only three of the sampled interpretive studies conducted research 

in more than one country.  Joergens (2006) held focus groups in the UK and Germany and 
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concluded that British consumers were more concerned and knowledgeable about ethical 

issues in the apparel industry due to greater media focus, but she found no differences in 

terms of ethical beliefs or behaviour.  Bly et al. (2015) purposefully sampled sustainable 

fashion pioneers in various developed countries but did not make comparisons based on 

national culture.  This was the main focus in the Eckhardt et al. (2010) study, however, where 

the researchers recruited participants from 8 different countries and found cultural differences 

in terms of how informants justified unsustainable behaviours. Economic rationalisation was 

especially common amongst Americans and Australians, the freest market economies 

studied;  institutional dependency emerged as a key theme in social democracies such as 

Sweden and Germany; and developmental realism was at its strongest in less developed 

countries such as Turkey, India and China where participants argued people were “too poor 

to worry about such ethical issues” and were grateful for any opportunity to work regardless 

of pay and conditions (Eckhardt et al., 2010, p.432).   

 

Cultural approaches to consumer behaviour have also highlighted the role of consumption 

rituals, customs and habits (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979, Arnould and Thompson, 2005) 

and the influence of rituals have been explored elsewhere in the ethical consumerism literature 

(e.g. Carrigan et al., 2004, Brown, 2011, Chatzidakis et al., 2012); however, whilst Ritch and 

Brownlie (2016) conceptualised “green mothering” to be a form of a social ritual and 

Huopalainen and Satama (2020) described the “daily ritual” of clothing their young boys, these 

aspects were largely overlooked in the other studies.   Customs and habits were explored in 

detail by Hiller and Woodall (2019) however who found them to be rooted in upbringing and 

childhood; their informants also had repertoires of preferred retailers which were typically small 

and relatively stable, and these were often brands that were perceived to be ethical (e.g. Levi’s 

and M&S).  Wiederhold and Martinez (2018) found habits could be a barrier to ethical 

consumption however as participants favoured shopping in familiar stores where they could 

make assumptions about the quality and fit of clothes, and they were reluctant to search for 

more sustainable options elsewhere as a result.  Fisher et al. (2008) found use and disposal 

behaviours were influenced by habits, routines and perceptions of cleanliness that often 

outweighed environmental concerns, and Joung and Park‐Poaps (2013) concluded that it was 

necessary to develop a culture of recycling during early childhood to prevent discarding of 

clothing.  Research and policies that focus solely on planned behaviours by individual 

consumers fail to capture the influence of these cultural norms and collective practices, and 

future research should focus more on how membership of groups, sub-cultures and 

communities influence the formation of consumption habits over time (Markkula and 

Moisander, 2012, Hiller and Woodall, 2019).   
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4.4.3 Personal and social history 

In Chapter 3, I discussed how attempts to profile ethical fashion consumers based on socio-

economic variables such as income, vocation and socio-economic status had proved largely 

inconclusive and produced contradictory results.  However, studies that have looked at 

personal consumption histories have identified more localised socio-economic influences on 

fashion-related behaviours.  Hiller and Woodall (2019) found that, whilst the consumption 

habits of participants were relatively enduring, they were not permanently fixed and could 

sometimes shift at different life stages as a result of life changes.   These life changes could 

be concrete (e.g. moving to a new country, changing jobs and health problems) or perceived 

(e.g. maturity and personal growth) and often drove a search for new styles, brands and habits.  

Fisher et al. (2008) studied wardrobe sorting behaviours and found these were again linked to 

life changes such as weight loss or gain, and that whilst some clothes were discarded because 

they no longer fitted, others were kept in anticipation of future changes in weight.  These were 

also emerging themes in the Mellander and McIntyre (2021) study and led the researchers to 

call for a greater focus on how clothes fit living bodies.    

 

Much less attention has been paid in the literature to the influence of external socio-historic 

influences and triggers.  Eckhardt et al. (2010) found some of the heightened ethical concern 

amongst their Swedish and German contributors had been prompted by a TV documentary 

about child labour, but studies conducted in the UK have not explored whether high profile 

BBC Panorama programmes about retailers such as Primark in the 2000s (BBC, 2008) led to 

changes in attitudes, intentions, behaviours and/or practices.  However, the Mintel (2019) 

market research suggests external historic factors may be a key influencing factor.  They have 

asked a question annually over the past decade about which brands participants viewed to be 

“ethical” and “unethical” and almost a quarter (24%) of the respondents considered Primark to 

be unethical immediately after the Rana Plaza disaster in 2013; however, this proportion has 

subsequently fallen year-on-year as public focus on the issue reduced.  It is also notable that 

they found plastic pollution to be the main ethical concern relating to fashion in 2019 following 

high-profile campaigns on the issue by the broadcaster David Attenborough (Shukman, 2019).  

Further research is therefore needed into the influence of the external socio-historic context 

and the media on ethical (fashion) consumption.   

4.4.4 The social self 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, the relationship between ethical fashion, self-identity and 

the inner self (Niinimäki, 2010) are underexplored in the literature, however aspects of the 

social self (Sirgy, 1982, Solomon, 1983) have received greater attention.  Han and Chung 
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(2014) tested the relationship between the importance placed on individual expression (IE) on 

attitudes towards organic cotton and found IE to be a significant determinant of ATT, and this 

led them to conclude Korean consumers considered wearing organic cotton to be a means of 

symbolising their ethical beliefs to others.  Becker-Leifhold (2018) measured the extent to 

which individuals strove to improve their social standing through conspicuous consumption of 

products that symbolised status to significant others and found that status consumption had a 

stronger influence on BI towards collaborative consumption than ATT, SN or PBC.  Elsewhere, 

Legere and Kang (2020) tested the influence of Symbolised Moral Identity (SMI) by asking a 

representative sample of US consumers (n=364) to what extent they bought items of slow 

fashion to communicate the fact that they were caring, compassionate, fair, friendly, generous, 

hardworking, helpful, honest and/or kind.  They found SMI to be a significant antecedent to 

both BI and willingness to pay more for such items, although here again the focus on 

purchasing is problematic as not all slow fashion behaviours are purchase related.      

 

A number of interpretive studies also found examples of ethical clothing being used to 

symbolise a moral identity.  This was particularly the case with participants in the Lundblad 

and Davies (2016) who had just purchased items at ethical specialist stores in London, and 

they did so both to express an ethical self and in a search for individuality.  These self-

presentational aspects of ethical fashion have been explored by others, for example Niinimäki 

(2010) found 90.9% of ‘ethical hardliners’ believed clothes to be a way of expressing their own 

ideology compared to 33.4% of the ‘not interested’ group; Jägel et al. (2012) identified a 

pattern where ethical consumers used ethical clothing to convey a certain image to others; 

and Hiller and Woodall (2019) found examples of ethical clothes being used to signal quality 

and generosity.  It was recognised in these studies that the self is a complex and multi-

dimensional construct, and that ethical and ethically minded consumers still wanted to be 

stylish, fashionable and to be seen wearing the right brands in order to demonstrate their 

social standing and present themselves in a good light (Shaw et al., 2006, Jägel et al., 2012, 

McNeill and Venter, 2019).  Consequently, many participants were reluctant to make ethical 

purchases and to engage in slow and collaborative consumption behaviours because of fears 

about compromising other aspects of the self (Ritch, 2014). Notions of the self were also found 

to evolve over time, pointing again to the need for a longitudinal approach to the study of 

ethical fashion consumption (McNeill and Moore, 2015, Hiller and Woodall, 2019).   

 

Role Theory takes the view that much of consumer behaviour resembles actions in a play as 

people act different roles in their day-to-day lives (Solomon, 1983).  These performative 

aspects were particularly evident in the Huopalainen and Satama (2020) study where the 

researchers introspected on how branded ethical clothing purchases were partly motivated by 
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a desire to convey the impression of being ethical mothers.  The act of dressing their boys 

usually took place in the privacy of their own homes, but the outcomes were staged in the 

outside world to audiences that that included the boys’ fathers, grandparents, friends, other 

mothers and day-care personnel, and consequently they felt a normative pressure to dress 

them in a ‘proper’ way under the ‘critical gazes’ of these important others.  Ritch (2014) in turn 

explored tensions between professional and motherhood roles and found their sample wanted 

to present themselves as professional women when performing in the workplace, whereas 

they focused more on provisioning when clothing their children.  This in turn led to disparities 

between their approach to shopping for themselves, where they focused on quality and 

longevity, and shopping for their children, where they bought cheaper items because they 

grew up so quickly.  She later focused on collaborative consumption behaviours and identified 

a reluctance by her sample to buy second-hand clothes for themselves because they did not 

think they looked professional, but a willingness to share children’s clothing to support other 

mothers (Ritch, 2019).  These studies therefore suggest people may adopt contradictory 

clothing consumption practices in their daily lives as they perform multiple roles to different 

audiences. 
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4.5 Situational and Structural Aspects 

I posed the following question in the introduction to the thesis: could it be that a significant 

proportion of consumers are in fact ‘ethically minded’, but that they find themselves unable to 

enact genuine behavioural intentions and attitudes because of various barriers put in their 

way?  This has been a key theme in the literature, for example Shaw et al.(2006, p.428) argued 

that “while an individual may state that they intend to avoid sweatshop labour when purchasing 

clothing, difficulties at the point of choice may result in ‘apparent’ behavioural inconsistency.” 

Similarly, Hiller (2010) argued that, regardless of a consumer’s beliefs and intentions, there 

may be barriers to the translation of these intentions into action that are out of their control.   

Cognitive-modelling approaches have sought to measure these aspects by means of the 

Perceived Behavioural Control construct (Ajzen, 1991), whilst interpretivist studies have 

explored the influence of the Situational Context (Belk, 1975) and institutional and structural 

barriers to the adoption of more sustainable clothing consumption practices.   

4.5.1 Perceived v. actual behavioural control 

When Ajzen incorporated the Perceived Behavioural Control variable into the TPB he 

conceptualised it as “…people’s perception of the ease or difficulty of performing the behavior 

of interest” (1991, p.183).  Seven of the sampled studies tested the relationship between PBC 

and BI but there are differences in the way the variable was measured.  Shaw et al. (2007) 

collected responses to statements such as  “avoiding purchasing sweatshop apparel is 

easy/difficult” and found the relationship between PBC and BI to be significant, and similar 

measures were used by Jin Ma et al. (2012) who found PBC to be a significant antecedent to 

BI towards FT products, and by Becker-Leifhold (2018) who found the perceived difficulty of 

renting clothes moderated behavioural intention to do so.  Kang et al. (2013) used more 

specific statements relating to availability (“organic cotton apparel might be not readily 

available in general”), affordability (“organic cotton apparel might be expensive”) and 

convenience (“the retail outlets of organic cotton apparel might be located far away from where 

I live”) and questions relating to information availability (see Table 2).  They did not find the 

relationship between PBC and BI to be significant however and suggested this may because 

of differences in terms of the availability of organic cotton apparel in the 3 countries studied 

(US, China and South Korea), although it may also be partly due to the measures they used.   

Chang and Watchravesringkan (2018) augmented the model by adding Perceived Money 

Availability and Perceived Store Accessibility variables and found the relationship between 

both and PBC to be significant.  They then measured behaviour by asking participants if they 

had engaged in various sustainable apparel consumption behaviours over the last 6 months 

and found PBC to be both an indirect and direct antecedent to behaviour.  Bong Ko & Jin 
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(2017) in turn measured both Internal and External PBC. The former variable was based on 

consumer perceptions of whether they had the requisite skills, confidence and ability to 

purchase green apparel products, and External PBC was based on an individual perceptions 

about product availability and resources in terms of money and time. The relationship between 

Internal PBC and BI was significant in both the US and China and low External PBC was a 

significant barrier in China where the green apparel market is less developed, but the 

relationship between External PBC and BI in the US was not found to be significant.  Finally, 

Kang et al. (2013) tested the influence of Perceived Consumer Effectiveness (PCE) by asking 

participants if they believed they could make a “meaningful difference” through their individual 

purchase decisions and found positive PCE led to more favourable attitudes but that negative 

PCE reduced perceptions of behavioural control.      

 

Ajzen (1991) recognised in his original article that perceptions of control rarely reflected actual 

behavioural control, and others including Chang and Watchravesringkan (2018) have 

acknowledged that cognitive evaluations of the ease or difficulty of making ethical purchases 

in future may not be very accurate.  As discussed in Chapter 2, Carrington et al. (2010) 

therefore proposed adding an Actual Behavioural Control (ABC) variable to capture the 

moderating effect of a person’s actual ability to translate BI into Behaviour.  This variable was 

tested by Hassan et al. (2016) who asked participants that had indicated BI to avoid sweatshop 

clothing to what extent they had experienced significant difficulties when trying to do so over 

the following 6 weeks, and they found the correlation between PBC and ABC to be low which 

suggests PBC is a poor predictor of the actual difficulties consumers face when negotiating 

the marketplace.  However, they also found that the addition of the ABC variable had only a 

limited impact on the predictive power of the model, which suggests other cognitive, socio-

cultural and situational factors moderate the translation of BI into actual behaviour.     

4.5.2 Availability and affordability 

Interpretive studies have been able to explore situational influences on fashion consumption 

in much greater depth.  Shaw et al. (2006) found that over half (55%) of their sample found it 

difficult to access ethical clothing, and lack of availability in mainstream outlets was one of the 

main barriers identified in other studies (e.g. Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004, Joergens, 2006, 

Connell, 2010, Ritch and Schröder, 2012, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).  Lack of choice 

and limited product ranges was another common constraint, with many pointing to a lack of 

formalwear for work and items that fitted their bodies (Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004, Shaw et al., 

2006, Connell, 2010).  Many complained that ethical clothing were unfashionable and lacked 

style (Shaw et al., 2006, Ritch and Brownlie, 2016, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) and these 
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perceptions were found to be a barrier amongst younger consumers in particular (Fisher et 

al., 2008, McNeill and Moore, 2015).  When Jacobs et al. (2018) tested the relationship 

between fashion consciousness and organic cotton consumption, however, they did not find 

the relationship to be significant, and this led them to conclude that poor fashionability may no 

longer be a barrier because the organic market has developed since some of the other studies 

were conducted.  Some recent studies have also suggested that lack of readily available new 

ethical clothing motivated some consumers to adopt slow and collaborative consumption 

practices such as reduced consumption, personalisation and sharing (e.g. Bly et al., 2015, 

Maldini et al., 2019, Ritch, 2019).   

 

It is perhaps not surprising that studies that sampled general consumers found price to be a 

key barrier given the sector-wide focus on lowering prices over recent decades (see Chapter 

1).  Joergens (2006) found her participants ignored ethical issues so that they could afford to 

buy more items, and the ‘economic rationalists’ identified by Eckhardt et al. (2010) and the 

‘self’ consumers identified by McNeill and Moore (2015) also prioritised price above all else. 

Ethical fashion was perceived to be expensive as illustrated in this extract from one of the 

participants (Selma) in the Wiederhold and Martinez (2018, p.424) study: “when thinking of 

green apparel, I immediately think it’s very expensive […] I don’t even consider ethical clothes 

because I think from the very beginning I can’t afford them anyway.”  Such perceptions were 

not limited to general consumers however, for example Shaw et al. (2006) found price to be 

the third main barrier amongst ethical consumers after availability and lack of information.  

Almost all the ‘ethical hardliners’ identified by Niinimäki (2010) indicated that they were willing 

to pay more for eco-clothing but also expressed a general wish that they did not cost any extra.  

Jägel et al. (2012) found financial limitations led consumers to prioritise price even though 

they wanted to ensure fair wages to live up to their altruistic values and that they recognised 

that the sustainable materials they favoured for biospheric reasons would be more expensive.  

Shaw et al. (2006) concluded that, whilst some of the disparities between intent and behaviour 

could be explained by price sensitivity, others simply could not afford to purchase ethically 

enhanced goods, and Ritch and Brownlie (2016) also found affordability to be a key issue 

amongst professional mothers.  These findings point to the need for interventions to change 

consumer perceptions about the cost of ethical fashion and to reduce the focus on price, and 

for initiatives to make sustainable practices more affordable and attainable for all consumers 

(Shaw et al., 2006, Fisher et al., 2008, Harris et al., 2016, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).   
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4.5.3 Convenience and experience 

There has been a shift in emphasis in the field of marketing over recent decades away from 

‘price’ towards the total ‘cost’ for consumers in terms of time, energy and effort (Lauterborn, 

1990).  Magnuson et al. (2017) tested the influence of Cost Attributes using statements such 

as “in general, buying this type of garment is not as convenient as buying a more conventional 

garment”, “it takes approximately 25 minutes driving time (or public transport commute) to 

reach the nearest store selling this type of garment” and “because this sort of garment is not 

widely available, extra time and effort is required to identify stores that sell it” (p.417) and found 

attitudes towards purchasing ethical clothing were strongly influenced by perceptions of 

convenience.  A perception that looking for ethical alternatives required more time was also 

one of the main barriers identified Wiederhold and Martinez (2018) as their participants 

preferred shopping in mainstream stores where such items were not readily available.  Ritch 

(2014) found her sample lived a chaotic lifestyle where they balanced their professional and 

parenting roles and that they did not feel they had the time to source ethical fashion as a result.  

Fisher et al. (2008) found their participants perceived the option of recycling clothes to be 

inconvenient; and Joung and Park‐Poaps (2013) tested the relationship between ‘convenience 

concerns’ and clothing disposal behaviours using statements such as “I do not have time” 

(p.108) and found a significant relationship between the variable and discarding behaviours 

such as throwing clothes away into landfill.   

 

Advocates of naturalistic approaches to the study of ethical consumption have called for more 

focus on experiential aspects of consumption (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982), for example 

Belk (1975) who emphasised the importance of the situational context including aspects of the 

physical surroundings such as the geographical location of stores, décor, lighting and visual 

merchandising.  As discussed in the last chapter, Carrington et al. (2010) drew on this work 

and proposed adding a Situational Context (SC) variable to capture the moderating influence 

of such factors on the translation of BI into behaviour, however none of the studies that tested 

the E-V, TRA and TPB models that were sampled included a variable of this nature.  

Elsewhere, Chan and Wong (2012) surveyed a random sample of consumers in Hong Kong 

(n=216) and identified a significant positive association between Store-related Attributes (e.g. 

store design, shopping environment and convenience) and intention to purchase ‘eco-fashion’ 

but not between Product-related Attributes (e.g. product design and quality) and BI.  There 

are limitations to this study, namely that the data was collected away from the shopping 

environment using Likert-type statements, however the results point to the need for more 

research into experiential aspects of ethical fashion consumption.  As discussed in Chapter 3, 

Hiller (2010) attempted to do this using the Shopping with Consumers (Otnes et al., 1995) 
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method and called for researchers to adopt observational methods to investigate situational 

influences on behaviour, but none of the sampled studies have taken up this call.  Experiential 

aspects are touched upon in some of the studies, however:  Hiller and Woodall (2019) found 

even rational ‘ethically minded’ consumers sometimes made impulsive purchases because of 

store-related attributes; Niinimäki (2010) found options such as internet shopping and ‘flea 

markets’ did not attract strong interest; and participants in the McNeill and Moore (2015) had 

a perception that second-hand clothes smelled ‘old and musty’.  In contrast, one of the 

researchers in the Huopalainen and Satama (2020) study loved making ‘discoveries’ at 

neighbourhood flea markets specialising in children’s clothing, and this points to the need for 

further research into situational and experiential enablers and barriers to fashion consumption.   

4.5.4 Public policy and infrastructure 

One of the central tenets of Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) is that consumption takes place 

within, and is influenced by, marketplace systems (Arnould and Thompson, 2005), and studies 

conducted with both general and ethical consumers have pointed to systemic and structural 

barriers to ethical fashion consumption.  Joergens (2006) found participants felt they did not 

have any real alternatives because all retailers were the same, and this negatively impacted 

perceptions of effectiveness as they did not think individual actions by them would lead to any 

improvements.  The mothers interviewed by Ritch (2014) felt pressured by the fashion industry 

to make more frequent purchases of garments with a limited lifespan, and Bly et al. (2015) 

and Mellander and McIntyre (2021) found even highly informed and motivated ethical fashion 

consumers felt unable to detach themselves from unsustainable consumption practices.  

61.5% of the large sample of UK fashion shoppers surveyed by Kantar (2020) believed the 

onus should be on retailers to take responsibility for matters relating to sustainability, and 

similar arguments were made by participants in both the Fisher et al. (2008) and Markkula and 

Moisander (2012) studies. However, some of the experts interviewed by Harris et al. (2016) 

argued that it would be difficult for individual companies to act alone because of the 

competitive nature of the market.  Many felt the government should regulate the industry 

(Eckhardt et al., 2010, Markkula and Moisander, 2012) and should ‘choice edit’ on their behalf 

when the social impacts were unacceptable (Fisher et al., 2008).  West et al. (2021) pointed 

to an unwillingness by the UK Government to commit to ‘top-down’ policy interventions of this 

nature and concluded that ‘bottom-up’ approaches were still necessary as a result.    

 

A number of structural barriers to slow and collaborative consumption behaviours were 

identified, together with potential solutions to enable and encourage more sustainable 

practices.  Becker-Leifhold (2018) found consumers did not know where they could rent 
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clothes and called for the establishment of a network of ‘clothing libraries’.  West et al. (2021) 

pointed to a lack of infrastructure to help people maintain and expand the life of clothes and 

suggested that ‘clothing making spaces’ should be established.  Fisher et al. (2008) 

recommended changes to washing machine settings to reduce the environmental impact of 

fashion at the garment care stage; and both Birtwistle and Moore (2007) and Joung and Park‐

Poaps (2013) concluded that better recycling infrastructure and more convenient drop-off sites 

were needed to tackle the problem of discarding clothes with general waste.  There have been 

some movements on these fronts in the UK since the Birtwistle and Moore (2007) and Fisher 

et al. (2008) studies were published, including initiatives by retailers, washing machine 

manufacturers and local authorities to enable and encourage more sustainable behaviours 

(Morgan et al., 2018), and longitudinal research is therefore needed into the extent to which 

such initiatives have led to changes in consumer laundry and disposal practices.   
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4.6 Conclusion 

Attitudes towards attributes such as organic cotton and issues such as sweatshop labour have 

been extensively researched in the literature, but there has been less focus on actual attitudes 

towards brands and individual items of clothing – and towards sustainable practices at the use 

and disposition life cycle stages.  More reliable and coherent scales are needed to measure 

levels of consumer knowledge and greater methodological plurality when researching 

informational influences at different stages of decision and meaning making.   The Subjective 

Norm construct is too narrow and the relative influence of relational and social others – and 

other socio-cultural and socio-historic norms – need further exploration. Studies found 

consumers sometimes engaged in rational, cognitive reasoning and planning, but behaviours 

could also be unplanned and habitual.  There was also evidence to suggest that the translation 

of ethical behavioural intent into behaviour was moderated by actual informational, socio-

cultural, situational and structural barriers and enablers to ethical fashion consumption.   
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CHAPTER 5:  METHODOLOGY 

5.1 Introduction 

The last three chapters critically evaluated the extant literature in the field.  Chapter 2 looked 

at the broader ethical consumerism (EC) literature and pointed to a tendency for researchers 

to work in methodological and paradigmatic silos, but I also identified commonalities in terms 

of the ‘aspects’ of consumption that were tested or explored.  I then focused on the ethical 

fashion literature in Chapters 3 and 4, and critiqued the findings relating to behavioural, 

cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural aspects consumption.   

 

This chapter provides an outline of the methodological approach adopted in the study.  I begin 

by discussing the ontological, epistemological and axiological assumptions that underpinned 

the research.  I then explain and defend the data collection methods and my sampling 

approach.  Next, I discuss ethical issues relating to the research and describe how I adopted 

a hermeneutic approach to analysing the data.   Finally, I provide an outline of the steps I took 

to establish the trustworthiness and authenticity of the research.   
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5.2 Philosophical Approach 

The critical evaluation of the literature highlighted the polarised nature of research into ethical 

aspects of fashion consumption, and this divide can be largely explained by the ontological, 

epistemological and axiological assumptions that underpins the studies.  Economic and 

psychological approaches have adopted a broadly positivist and realist stance, albeit implicitly 

in many cases.  Their focus was on observable behaviours such as purchasing ethical goods 

or avoiding unethical products, and the aspects of interest were reduced into small, testable 

propositions.  Survey or experimental methods were used to collect quantifiable data, and a 

detached, value-free stance was adopted during the analysis in an effort to add to the validity, 

objectivity and generalisability of the findings.  Interpretive approaches in turn adopted a 

constructivist or postmodernist stance and questioned claims to universality and one single 

reality in positivist research.  They viewed ethical consumerism as a complex phenomenon 

that was embedded within specific cultural contexts and that was in constant in flux.  

Consequently, they used qualitative methods such as phenomenological interviews to explore 

the multiple meanings of fashion consumption and ethics and adopted an interpretive and 

reflexive approach to their data collection and analysis.   These studies were able to achieve 

much greater depth than the economic and psychological strands of research, but a rejection 

of any form of an observable, quantifiable reality sometimes reduced the transferability and 

managerial relevance of the findings.   

 

Reviewing my own work whilst conducting the research revealed the extent to which my 

philosophical thinking evolved over the years.  When I wrote my MBA dissertation back in 

2007, I had no research methods training, and whilst words such as ‘positivism’ and 

‘constructivism’ meant nothing to me at the time, the influence of positivist thinking is clear in 

the work, and it is peppered with claims of ‘significance’ and ‘generalisability’.  A year later 

when I started on my PhD journey, I was sceptical about the need to complete a full year of 

methods training; however, re-reading my work from the period has been illuminating and has 

shown how much my philosophical understanding developed over this time.  The material also 

revealed how I sought a middle ground between the extremes of positivism and constructivism 

from early on in the process.  My starting philosophical position therefore was that 

consumption ethics could not be explained by economic and psychological factors alone and 

that behaviours were also shaped by culture and societal structures, and that both tangible 

and intangible elements would need to be looked at to gain an understanding of these multiple 

aspects.  Critical Realism is the label that best describes the ontological position of the study, 

an approach that is based on ideas originally put forward by the philosopher Roy Bhasker 

(Collier, 1994).  Critical realists recognise that the world includes regular occurrences and a 
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reality that can be observed and quantified, but also accept that this reality is shaped and 

influenced by complex causal mechanisms and powers that are not always directly observable 

(Bhaskar, 1989).   A distinction is made between the ‘empirical’, which are behaviours and 

events that are actually observed, the ‘real’ which are contextual social and situational 

structures, and the ‘actual’ which is an amalgam of both the empirical and real but may not be 

directly observable (Bhaskar, 1978).  For the purpose of this study, I conceptualised the 

empirical as past fashion consumption behaviours, the real as the socio-cultural and historic 

context in which the consumption occurred, and the actual as both past behaviour and 

subsequent retroductive reasoning about it within the socio-cultural and historical context at 

the time.   

 

The epistemological position of the study followed on from this logic. I argue that we can gain 

some knowledge of the phenomena of ethical consumerism and fashion by analysing tangible 

‘things’ such as clothing acquired in the past, but that intangible cognitive, informational, socio-

cultural and structural aspects of consumption are also legitimate units of study because their 

effects on behaviour are observable (Bhaskar, 1989).  This allowed me to adopt a pluralistic 

approach to data collection as I considered personal stories, images, contextual texts, essays, 

online shopping histories and the contents of both my own and other people’s wardrobes to 

be acceptable forms of knowledge.  I used both quantitative and qualitative techniques to 

analyse the data and to contribute both historical explanations and new theoretic insights into 

the phenomenon of ethical consumerism and fashion. 

 

Axiology refers to the role of the values and ethics within the research process, and Heron 

(1996) and others have argued that researchers should articulate how their own values and 

those of the researched have influenced their findings.  Whilst objectivist researchers seek to 

keep their research free of values, I did not consider this to be possible or desirable for the 

purpose of this study and I both acknowledge and embrace subjectivity in the research.  From 

the start, I sought to critique dominant social norms and practices with a view to furthering 

social justice and making the world a better place (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).  The choice of 

the research topic was influenced by my belief that environmental and social problems within 

the fashion industry needed to be addressed – and that consumers could and should play a 

role in changing society for the better – but that structural changes are needed to enable them 

to do so.  I acknowledge that my own world views, my cultural experiences and my upbringing 

have all shaped both my research and consumption practices; further, I argue that all 

researchers are part of what is researched despite claims of objectivity by some, and that 

researcher interpretations and introspections are a valuable source of data in themselves.  

However, researcher reflexivity was even more important because of my dual role as the 



 

107 

researcher and researched, and I have therefore included thick introspective descriptions 

throughout the thesis to explain how my own values and ethics have influenced the research 

process and findings.   

 

My ontological, epistemological and axiological assumptions inevitably influenced the criteria 

that I used to evaluate different methodological, sampling and analytical approaches.  Within 

conventional positivist research, researchers have followed the criteria of internal validity, 

external validity, reliability and objectivity to establish the trustworthiness of their findings; 

however, I did not consider these to be suitable criteria for this study.  My research approach 

was exploratory, and I therefore did not seek to test a causal relationship between dependent 

and independent variables or to make universal claims that could be generalised beyond the 

specific context of the study, and measures of internal and external validity were therefore not 

appropriate.  Given my focus on how intentions and behaviours manifested themselves in 

different situations over time, the reliability criteria could not be used as it requires absolute 

stability and replicability.  Finally, I do not accept the argument that research should be value 

free and that there must be a rigid separation between the researcher and the researched, so 

objectivity was not sought in the research.  I recognise there is still a need to establish the 

trustworthiness of my methodology, however, and I therefore followed the alternative criteria 

that have been developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to establish the trustworthiness of 

naturalistic research.  These are based around parallel criteria of credibility instead of internal 

validity, transferability instead of external validity, dependability instead of reliability, and 

confirmability instead of objectivity.  I discuss the steps I took to address each of these criteria 

in the following sections and in the discussion on Trustworthiness and Authenticity at the end 

of the chapter. 
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5.3 Methodological Choices 

My methodological approach was inductive, exploratory and pluralist and drew on methods 

from disciplines such as sociology, anthropology and fashion studies in addition to marketing 

and consumer behaviour.  Developing the research design was an evolving process and some 

of the methods that I used emerged during the data collection and analysis stages as I 

identified new avenues and ‘confirmatory’ elements.  The limitations of using survey, 

experiment and interview methods for studying ethical aspects of (fashion) consumption have 

been discussed in previous chapters, and I therefore adopted an introspective strategy to 

address the holistic and longitudinal aim of the study.  With its roots in cultural anthropology, 

introspection is a relatively new addition to the repertoire of methodologies in the field of 

consumer behaviour, although it has a long history in other disciplines.  A number of different 

forms and labels have been used including autoethnography (Ellis and Bochner, 2000, Ellis, 

2004), critical autoethnography (Holman Jones, 2016, Boylorn and Orbe, 2020), collaborative 

autoethnography (Chang, 2013, Denzin, 2014) and meta-autoethnography (Ellis, 2009) to 

name a few.  In the field of consumer research, both the terms ‘introspection’ and 

‘autoethnography’ are used interchangeably, and numerous definitions, forms and styles have 

been used including Subjective Personal Introspection (Holbrook, 1986, 1995), Introspective-

Praxis Perspective (Gould, 1991), Confirmatory Personal Introspection (Woodside, 2004, 

2006), biographical auto-ethnography (Hackley, 2006, Hackley, 2007) and interactive 

introspection (Banbury et al., 2012, Subrahmanyan et al., 2015).  The approaches differ in a 

number of ways in terms of their philosophical and disciplinary underpinning; however, the key 

differences relate to who was doing the introspection and the extent to which confirmatory 

elements were incorporated into the research.    

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) have categorised introspective 

research into 4 broad categories: researcher introspection, guided introspection, interactive 

introspection and syncretic introspection.  The research approach I adopted in this study falls 

into fourth category and involved a syncretic combination of 3 different introspective methods.  

These methods evolved during the data collection and analysis stages as it became 

increasingly clear that addressing the complexities of ethical aspects of fashion consumption 

required the development of new methods.  A subsequent expanded search of the research 

methods literature revealed similarities with some existing approaches, namely Subjective 

Personal Introspection (Holbrook, 1986, 1995), narrative and inventory based Wardrobe 

Studies (Klepp and Bjerck, 2014) and Guided Introspection (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993).  

The methods that I used differed from these existing approaches, however, and I therefore 



 

109 

use the labels Critical Personal Introspection, Introspective Wardrobe Study and Comparative 

Introspections to distinguish my approach from extant methods.       

5.3.1 Critical Personal Introspection 

I selected researcher introspection as the initial method of data collection because of its 

potential to gain deep insights into ethical intentions and behaviour over time.  It has proved 

controversial in the field of consumer behaviour, particularly the mono-method Subjective 

Personal Introspection (SPI) approach championed by Holbrook (1986, 1995) where the 

researcher is the sole introspector and focuses exclusively on her, his or their own life 

experiences (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993, Woodside, 2004).  Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) 

famously questioned the approach in their critique of Gould’s (1991) study of the relationship 

between product use and sexual energy states.  However, they also acknowledged its 

potential for exploring aspects of consumption that were difficult to access, observe and 

record, and behaviours that unfolded over a long period of time.  My review of the literature 

highlighted a dearth of longitudinal studies into actual ethical fashion consumption over time 

(McNeill and Moore, 2015, Hassan et al., 2016) and this can be explained in part by the 

difficulties of accessing, observing and recording behaviour over an extended period 

(Carrington et al., 2010, Bray et al., 2011).  The Banbury, Stinerock and Subrahmanyan (2012, 

2015) studies demonstrated the benefits of using researcher introspection to explore 

sustainable and ethical consumption practices over a long period, especially complex 

behaviours and high-involvement purchases.  I therefore used researcher introspection to 

explore my own intentions and behaviours towards fashion over time, and this provided me 

with unlimited access to the lived experiences of a relatively unusual, but theoretically useful 

consumer with a heightened empathic understanding of the subject (Holbrook, 1995, 

Woodside, 2004, Gustavsson, 2007).  It also provided a means to assemble much deeper, 

richer and holistic data than would have been possible using other methods (Gould, 1995). 

 

Some of the main methodological concerns raised by Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) about 

researcher introspection relate to the fact that memories degrade over time and may therefore 

contain unintentional distortions – and that the data used in SPI based studies tended to be 

undocumented, generalized and lacking in contextual detail.  It was essential to address this 

last concern in particular as exploring the influence of contextual factors such as the availability 

of ethical information and labelling, social pressures to comply with fashion trends, and 

structural barriers to sustainable behaviours were central to my aim and objectives.  

Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) suggested that researcher introspection could be strengthened 

by the inclusion of elements such as particularistic details about individual experiences, and 
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by incorporating data exerts and other supplementary contextual documentation into the 

research.  Epistemologically, the stance I adopted in this study was that undocumented 

recollections were acceptable and legitimate forms of knowledge in much the same way as 

consumer recollections of past behaviour collected by means or interviews and surveys, but 

that observable material could also be drawn upon to prompt memories and to gain further 

insights into socio-cultural and structural influences on thinking and behaviours.  I therefore 

used various materials such as lecture notes, essays, dissertations and publications that I had 

written or collected over the last 15 years to explore the influence of my evolving ethical 

awareness, understanding and knowledge on my consumption practices at different life 

stages.  I also used photographs, social media posts and contemporary news reports to 

explore socio-cultural and historic influences on my behaviour, and individual clothing items 

to explore the meanings of different possessions.  This process of personal introspection was 

unreservedly subjective but was also critical as it incorporated reflexive assessments of the 

influence of external factors such as sociocultural, socioeconomic, socio-historical and socio-

political norms and structures on my behaviours, interpretations and analysis (Holman Jones, 

2016, Tilley-Lubbs, 2016, Boylorn and Orbe, 2020). The use of both textual and textile 

materials in turn allowed me to focus on specific products, experiences and practices rather 

than general recollections (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993) and helped evoke memories and a 

thicker description of my fashion consumption behaviours over a period of four decades (Klepp 

and Bjerck, 2014).    

5.3.2 Introspective Wardrobe Study 

Analysing my research over the last 15 years as part of the personal reflection revealed the 

extent to which addressing the need for observational and naturalistic research into actual 

clothing consumption behaviour was a constant preoccupation throughout my research 

journey.  I reviewed and piloted numerous different methods including Shopping with 

Consumers (Otnes et al., 1995, Hiller, 2010), accompanied online shopping (Demangeot and 

Broderick, 2006, Demangeot and Broderick, 2010) and Contemporaneous Introspection 

(Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993).  There were problems with all of these approaches however, 

namely that my own behaviour and/or that of research participants would have inevitably been 

influenced by participating in the task.  In fact, the idea of undertaking an in-depth analysis of 

the content of my wardrobe did not emerge until the end of the process of writing my personal 

introspection.  Initially, I included the photograph of my wardrobe as an additional 

‘confirmatory’ element and to prompt further introspection; however, as the research 

progressed, it became clear that it was a particularly rich source of data in itself.  Little attention 

had been paid to the actual content of wardrobes in the ethical consumerism literature in the 
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past, with the exception of the Fisher et al. (2008) study where participants were asked to 

undertake a limited ‘wardrobe audit’.  Wardrobe studies has emerged as a methodological 

approach in the field of fashion studies in recent years, however, in an effort to compensate 

for an over-reliance on the act of purchase within consumer research, and to allow for an 

understanding of how people use and live with goods (Skov, 2011, Klepp and Bjerck, 2014, 

Mellander and McIntyre, 2021).  It draws on Practice Theory which seeks to bridge the divide 

between individualist-processual and collectivist-structural approaches to social research by 

analysing the relationship between human actions and culture (Ortner, 2006).  Practice Theory 

shifts the focus from the cognitive aspects that are revealed through conversations and texts 

to elements such as routines, practical knowledge and the ‘things’ that we use in our daily 

lives (Reckwitz, 2002).   

 

The term ‘wardrobe’ has dual meanings in English and is used to refer to both the furniture or 

spaces where clothing is stored, and the set or collection of clothes a person owns (Klepp and 

Bjerck, 2014, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021).  Klepp and Bjerck (2014) provided a 

methodological overview of Wardrobe Studies drawing on both extant literature and their own 

experiences of using the approach to undertake research into topics such as values towards 

Norwegian wool and clothing disposal behaviours.  They outlined three main approaches: 

interview and narrative based studies where individual garments were used during interviews 

to direct the discussion from the general to specific products and practices – and to evoke 

memories, emotions and thicker descriptions; fieldwork studies where the method was used 

in combination with observation, for example in Woodward’s study of ‘why women wear what 

they wear’ where she sat on the bed and observed participants getting dressed (Woodward, 

2007); and inventory-based studies where the contents of wardrobes were catalogued and 

analysed in conjunction with conversations with informants about their clothes and their 

consumption habits.  Fletcher and Klepp (2017) subsequently went on to outline 50 different 

methods for exploring the material contents of wardrobes, although they did not discuss how 

wardrobe studies might be incorporated into introspective research.  

 

Klepp and Bjerck (2014) concluded their overview by arguing that wardrobe studies and 

theoretical work concerning practice broke down the distinction between subjects and objects 

– and between nature, culture and society – and opened up new possibilities for uniting the 

natural and social sciences.  Sustainability was singled out as an area that would benefit from 

such an approach:  

“… because it so obviously encompasses both what we as humans do and the way 

that ‘nature’ is influenced by these actions. The issues are therefore inherently 

multidisciplinary and methods suitable to break down the distinction between these 
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sciences are therefore particularly relevant. Methods inspired by wardrobe studies are 

particularly relevant here in relation to seeing how the way things are used fits together 

and depends on each other (p. 383).”  

This call has been heeded in recent years, and I identified three studies that adopted the 

approach to study ethical aspects of fashion consumption when updating my literature review 

chapters (Maldini et al., 2019, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021, West et al., 2021).  There were 

limitations to these studies however: all focused on relatively narrow behaviours and/or 

constructs such as product personalisation, detachment and clothes making and mending, 

and little detail was provided about item-specific practices in the Mellander and McIntyre 

(2021) and West et al. (2021) studies.  I therefore adopted an introspective, mixed-method 

approach that combined elements from narrative, observational and inventory-based 

Wardrobe Studies.  I started by cataloguing the entire contents of my wardrobe in a systematic 

way to capture historic details about when and where I acquired each item and then cross-

referenced this data with my introspective narrative relating to each item.  This allowed for a 

holistic, longitudinal, in-depth exploration of a broad range of fashion-related practices, and 

for an analysis of actual cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural 

influences on my actual behaviour over a period of two decades.    

5.3.3 Comparative Introspections  

The third and final data collection method also evolved inductively during the data collection 

stage as my focus and methodological needs changed.  Woodside (2004, 2006) called for a 

move from Subjective to Confirmatory Personal Introspections and for the incorporation of 

elements such as inside auditors, cohort auditors and/or interviews with others, and this phase 

of the research was originally conceptualised as a ‘confirmatory’ stage to ‘check’ some of the 

ideas and findings from my personal introspection.  Holbrook (2005, p.48) has strongly 

rejected the need for such steps:   

"I often find myself musing over what rampant lack of self-confidence would encourage 

a mechanical reliance on such self-imprisoning safeguards and such vision-restricting 

formulas. (The closest I have come to a member check has been inviting my ninety-

one-year-old mother to attend a conference where I presented some of this material 

and dutifully making revisions in my comments as she called out occasional corrections 

from the audience).”  

It could be argued however that the comments from his mother were a form of a member 

check, and the evaluative criteria I adopted for the study recognises the value of confirmability 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Two different confirmatory approaches have been used in the 

introspective literature: interactive introspection where multiple informants including the 

researcher discuss their introspections with each other, and syncretic forms of introspection 
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where both the researcher and/or other informants introspect on their experiences, but the 

introspections are not shared or discussed between participants (Wallendorf and Brucks, 

1993).  The former approach was the one adopted by Banbury, Stinerock and Subrahmanyan 

(2012, 2015) who undertook several interactive rounds (Ellis, 1991), and also by Huopalainen 

and Satama (2020) who interactively discussed their shared experiences as academic 

researchers and mothers seeking to be ethical consumers.  This approach would have been 

challenging within a PhD however because of the requirement to “…demonstrate significant 

authorship by the candidate” (USW, 2019, p.10).  Both Cherrier et al. (2012) and McGouran 

and Prothero (2016) in turn used a form of syncretic introspection by combining researcher 

introspection with phenomenological interviews in their respective studies of lowering carbon 

footprint and voluntary simplicity, and this is the approach that I initially favoured. 

 

As the research progressed, the potential of introspection to yield unexpected insights into 

both ethical intent and behaviour relating to fashion became more apparent. I became 

concerned that my own views and experiences would inevitably frame any interviews, and that 

further potentially unexpected insights might be lost as a result.  The focus in the third phase 

of data collection therefore shifted from ‘confirming’ my own experiences and understandings 

to ‘comparing’ them with the experiences and understandings of others (Gould, 2006). To do 

this, I piloted a loose form of Guided Introspection (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993) with other 

ethically-minded consumer researchers and the method yielded unexpectedly rich data and 

insights.  As discussed in Chapter 2, Wallendorf and Brucks (Ibid.) concluded that this form of 

introspection offered considerable future potential for consumer researchers to explore 

consumer decision making and experiences that unfolded over a long period of time, but they 

did not include any detail about what type of ‘guidance’ they had in mind.  The term has been 

used in some studies as another label for phenomenological interviews (e.g. Carrigan et al., 

2004, Shaw and Riach, 2011), whereas I wanted participants introspect more freely with 

minimal guidance.  I therefore use the label Comparative Introspections in this study to reflect 

the inductive, non-prescriptive and exploratory approach that I used, and only provided the 

following guidance to participants on how to write their introspections: 

“Participation will involve writing a short personal introspection (about 2 sides of A4) 

on your past consumption of fashion items.  I’m interested in the extent to which you 

intended to behave in an ethical way when consuming clothes and / or other items, 

and the extent to which this intention has / has not affected your actual fashion 

consumption behaviour.   

Introspections are an examination of one's own conscious thoughts and feelings and 

are usually written in the first person.  You could for example examine the contents of 

your wardrobe or discuss examples of individual clothing purchases you have made in 

the past, and you can include supporting material if you want e.g., photos.”   
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I did not share a pre-defined list of ‘ethical’ issues or provide any definitions of ‘intent’ or 

‘behaviour’ as my aim was to elicit descriptions of as wide a range of practices as possible, 

although I did send follow up questions to a few participants by email where I felt I needed 

further detail or clarification; and I did not provide any stylistic guidance on how to write as I 

did not want to frame the narratives in any way.  Whilst this approach has not been adopted 

in any of the introspective studies reviewed in this study, it has been used in combination with 

other methods, for example by Newholm (2005) who asked participants to audio-record 

narratives on their consumption, by Moraes et al. (2012) who collected written life-story 

narratives from visitors to an ethical community, and by Mellander and McIntyre (2021) who 

asked workshop participants to write about their experiences of clearing out their wardrobes.  

There is therefore some precedent for the approach in the literature and I believe it is 

justifiable, especially given that one of the objectives of the study was to evaluate the 

usefulness and effectiveness of different introspective methods.  
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5.4 Sampling Choices 

The critical review of the literature highlighted how early studies in the field of ethical fashion 

– and ethical consumerism more broadly – could be grouped into two main categories: studies 

that sought to sample ‘mainstream’ consumers to add to the generalisability and/or 

representativeness of their findings, and studies that drew on samples of highly motivated 

ethical consumers.  The former approach is still commonly used in economic and 

psychological research where it is argued that the use of more representative samples of 

consumers adds to external validity.  However, the sampled studies that followed this path 

were often hampered by low awareness and/or concern about the ethical issue of interest.  

This is problematic for a number of reasons, and I have fundamental questions about the 

internal validity of research that tests the relationship between attitudes and intentions towards 

behaviours that are poorly understood by the participants.  Elsewhere in the literature, there 

has been a shift in focus from ‘ethical hardliners’ (Niinimäki, 2010) towards ‘ethically minded 

consumers’ (Carrington et al 2010) who have already absorbed some of the values of ethical 

consumerism and have at least some knowledge and experience of the issue(s) and 

behaviour(s) of interest.  This has allowed for a more meaningful exploration of cognitive, 

informational, socio-cultural and structural aspects of consumption than in studies using 

random or convenient forms of sampling, but also means that the results have greater 

transferability than studies using more extreme groups of highly ethical consumers.  

Consequently, I adopted a theoretic sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) approach in this 

study and targeted ethically minded and knowledgeable consumer-researchers (Hiller and 

Woodall, 2019), including myself.      

 

Whilst extensive use has been made of student samples in the fields of ethical consumerism 

(e.g. Beck and Ajzen, 1991, Carrigan and Attalla, 2001, Vermeir and Verbeke, 2008), ethical 

fashion (e.g. Valor, 2007, Jin Ma et al., 2012, Su et al., 2019) and consumer behaviour more 

broadly, sampling of academics is much less common.  This can be explained in part by the 

dominance of positivist epistemological and axiological assumptions about the need for 

researcher detachment; however, some phenomenological and hermeneutic thinkers have 

also recommended that respondents should not have theoretical knowledge of the topic being 

studied (e.g. Thompson, 1997).  I accept that extra care needs to be taken to maintain 

theoretical sensitivity (Glaser, 1978) when sampling oneself and other researchers to ensure 

that the theoretical insights emerge from the data rather than from existing concepts and 

theories.  However, I also argue that a researcher can be a topic of investigation in their own 

right (Ellis and Bochner, 2000, Tilley-Lubbs, 2016) and that my own experiences and 
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introspections, and those of other ethically minded consumer-researchers, are acceptable and 

legitimate forms of knowledge.   

 

As Brown (2006) notes in his review of introspective approaches, the self-selection of a sample 

of one is one of the main methodological criticisms of researcher introspection.  Wallendorf 

and Brucks (1993) casted a number of doubts about its adoption as a sampling approach and 

described it as an extreme form of convenience sampling that could be difficult to justify.  

Nevertheless, they also conceded that “… researchers may choose to conduct research on 

their own experiences when they find themselves in relatively unusual, but theoretically useful, 

positions for gathering data about important phenomena” (p. 346).  I believe these criteria are 

met in this study because of the repeated calls in the literature for longitudinal research into 

actual ethical fashion consumption behaviours, and because of the difficulties of accessing, 

observing and recording data on the phenomena over an extended period using other 

methods.  My own experience is ‘unusual’ as I have heightened levels of ethical intent and 

knowledge about fashion, yet my actual consumption behaviours have been erratic and 

inconsistent over the years.  This is ‘theoretically useful’ as the intention-attitude-behaviour 

and knowledge-to-action gaps are the main problems researchers and practitioners have 

grappled with over the years, and there have been repeated calls for new methodological 

approaches to address them (e.g. Carrington et al., 2010, Hassan et al., 2016).  Consequently, 

I argue that selecting myself is a form of theoretical as opposed to convenience sampling 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and that the sampling approach can be justified both ontologically 

and epistemologically.  I believe the ‘important phenomena’ criteria in turn has been addressed 

in Chapter 1 where I highlighted the scale of the environmental and socio-economic problems 

associated with fashion and the urgent need to find ways to engage ethically minded 

consumers and to enable more sustainable behaviours (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, 

UNEP, 2020). 

 

As discussed in the previous section, I drew on various textual, visual and multimedia 

materials during the Critical Personal Introspection to evoke memories and to add to the 

specificity of the discussion and findings.  Here again, my sampling approach was theoretical, 

and I mainly drew on personal documents that I had written or collected whilst completing an 

MBA and an MSc in Social Science Research Methods, and during my time as a researcher 

and lecturer in the field of consumer behaviour and marketing over the decade that followed.  

I had been highly systematic over the years in filing documents of this nature and found the 

material to be a surprisingly rich source of contextual data, particularly when looking at 

informational aspects of my consumption.  I loosely followed Scott’s (1990) four criteria for 

assessing the quality of these documents, and their authenticity, credibility, 
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representativeness and meaning could be readily assessed as most of them had been written 

by myself.  I used other materials such as photographs, Facebook posts and my Amazon 

shopping history record as further prompts when exploring behavioural and socio-cultural 

aspects, and searched the BBC News website, the main news outlet I have relied on over the 

years, for relevant contextual stories to explore socio-historic influences on my thinking. I also 

discussed some of my childhood memories with my parents to compare their recollections 

with my own to address the problem of memory degradation when introspecting about events 

that happened a long time ago (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993, Wagner, 1997). 

 

A number of different sampling approaches have been adopted in studies that have 

incorporated an analysis of actual clothing possessions, and these have ranged from research 

into a few garments to studies of entire clothing assemblages (Fletcher and Klepp, 2017).  In 

the field of ethical consumerism, Fisher et al. (2008) limited their analysis to three items that 

were self-selected by the participants; Maldini et al. (2019) asked participants to limit their 

analysis to two garment types of their choice (e.g. trousers and t-shirts); and West et al. (2021) 

asked participants to count out all of their clothing possessions regardless of where in their 

homes they were stored.  Woodward and Greasley (2017) have advocated looking at the 

totality of the ‘things’ owned by a person to allow for a broader understanding of consumption 

practices, but whilst I instinctually agree with this argument, one of the problems I found was 

that analysing the content of just one wardrobe generated an enormous amount of data.  As 

Klepp and Bjerck (2014) have argued, wardrobes are also changeable by their very nature 

and are hard to pin down, and they therefore suggested focusing on the contents of a 

wardrobe at a ‘fixed point’ in time.  I therefore limited the discussion and analysis in the 

Introspective Wardrobe Study (Chapter 7) to the content of the main part of my wardrobe 

which I photographed on 1 September 2018 and did not conduct an inventory of clothing 

possessions that were stored elsewhere in various drawers, storage boxes and other rooms.  

57 individual items of clothing, footwear and accessories were observable in the photograph, 

and I acquired them at various points between 1997 and 2018.  This therefore provided both 

a ‘fixed point’ and access to longitudinal data on a wide range of actual acquisitions over a 

period of two decades.      

 

The purpose of the final phase of data collection was to compare my own experiences as a 

consumer-researcher with that of others. Two different sampling approaches have been used 

in studies drawing on academics: studies that have focused solely on academic researchers, 

and studies that have drawn on both academics and other consumers.  In the first category, 

Banbury, Stinerock and Subrahmanyan (2012, 2015) and Huopalainen and Satama (2020) 

interactively introspected on their own experiences as consumer-researchers, whilst Hiller and 
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Woodall (2019) interviewed 20 ethically minded and knowledgeable academics without 

explicitly drawing on their own experiences. Harris et al. (2016) in turn conducted expert 

interviews with 5 academics, 3 fashion retail professionals and 2 consultants, but again the 

authors did not introspect on their own experiences as consumer-researchers.   These studies 

demonstrate the value and legitimacy of using academic samples, although in each case they 

relied on a single data collection method.  In contrast, Cherrier et al. (2012) combined 3 

researcher introspections with interviews with 9 ‘carbon conscious’ consumers, and 

McGouran and Prothero (2016) combined 1 researcher introspection with interviews with 7 

non-academic ‘voluntary simplifiers’.   I considered all of these approaches at different points 

in my research journey.  Initially, my intention was to combine interviews with ethically minded 

consumers, retail experts and other stakeholders to explore informational aspects of 

consumption from different vantage points.  As the scope of the study broadened to include 

other aspects of consumption, my intention was to interview both researchers and non-

researchers – including family members – to ‘confirm’ the findings from my introspection.  A 

change in approach was necessary however following my decision to use introspection 

instead of interviews to collect the data as participants needed to have a basic knowledge and 

understanding of both introspective methods and the topic of study (Gould, 1995, Lapadat, 

2017).  I therefore decided to limit the sample to consumers-researchers with some degree of 

ethical intent, knowledge and experience. I accept that this limits the transferability of my 

findings to an extent, but concluded it was a more pragmatic approach and that it also added 

to the coherence of the study.  There were also benefits in terms of access and ethics which 

are discussed in the next section.  

 

Table 4 presents a summary of the final sample of participants in the study.   I did not have an 

arbitrary number of participants in mind when I commenced with the data collection, although 

Thompson’s (1997) argues that the number of informants in interpretive research should range 

between 3 and 20 to allow for depth, and I used these figures as guidance.  I recruited people 

at different life and career stages to allow comparisons to be made with my own consumption, 

informational and socio-cultural journey; consequently, 6 of the participants were younger than 

myself and 5 were older, and 7 were female and 4 were male.  They were recruited from 

contacts from my time as a PhD student, researcher and lecturer, and I sought to find 

participants with varying levels of ethical intent and knowledge – and both shared and 

contrasting lived experiences to my own.  I collected the first introspection in October 2018 

and reviewed the narratives throughout the data collection process to identify potential gaps 

in terms of the behaviours and aspects of interest.  By the spring of 2021, I felt I had too much 

data if anything and that a point of theoretic saturation had been reached (Strauss and Corbin, 

1990).   Sample sizes in other introspective studies in the field have ranged from 1 (Holbrook, 
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2005) to 12 (Cherrier et al., 2012), whilst the sample sizes in studies that have combined 

narrative and inventory-based wardrobe studies have ranged from 10 (Mellander and 

McIntyre, 2021, West et al., 2021) to 40 (Maldini et al., 2019).  The sample sizes in the 

interpretive studies of ethical fashion using in-depth interviews reviewed in Chapter 3 in turn 

ranged from 6 (Hiller, 2010) to 120 (Eckhardt et al., 2010) and had a median value of 11.  

Whilst none of these approaches are directly comparable to the methodological approach of 

my study, they served as an useful  guide, and  I therefore considered the final sample of both 

myself and 11 other consumer-researchers to be justifiable and appropriate for an exploratory 

study of this nature.    

 

Table 4: Summary of the participants in the study 

Pseudonym Gender Life 

Stage  

Career Stage Shared Life 

Themes and 

Projects   

Contrasting Life 

Themes and 

Projects  

Anton Male 20s Masters Student   Interest in EC 

stimulated by 

master’s degree 

European student; 

fashion retail 

experience; more 

fashion orientated 

Beth Female 20s PhD Student  Sustainability 

related PhD and 

teaching 

Not a marketer; no 

research background 

in fashion 

Claire Female 20s Mid-career 

academic 

Marketing lecturer 

including fashion 

and sustainability 

Not researched 

ethical consumerism 

(EC) 

David Male 30s Mid-career 

academic 

Based at same 

sustainability 

research centre 

Not a marketer; no 

research background 

in fashion 

Emily Female 30s Mid-career 

academic 

Marketing lecturer 

including fashion; 

similar PhD journey 

Mother; retail 

experience; more 

fashion orientated 

Fran Female 40s Mid-career 

academic 

Marketing lecturer 

including CSR; 

similar PhD journey 

Raised in Eastern 

Europe; living in the 

Middle East at the 

time of introspecting 

Myself Male 40s Mid-career 

academic 

N/A N/A 
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Gwen Female 40s Mid-career 

academic 

Sustainability 

lecturer; similar 

professional career 

Mother; keener 

interest in 

environmental issues 

Hywel Male 40s Late-career 

academic  

Similar 

professional career 

focusing on Welsh 

medium higher 

education 

Not a marketer; 

sustainability 

campaigner 

Iona Female 50s Late-career 

academic   

Marketing lecturer 

including fashion 

and sustainability 

Mother; different life 

stage; no research 

background in EC 

Jeremy Male 50s  Late-career 

academic   

Marketing lecturer; 

similar clothing 

purchases 

Different life stage; 

keen cyclist; no 

research background 

in EC 

Katherine Female 60s  Late-career 

academic   

Business ethics 

lecturer 

Not a marketer; no 

research interest in 

fashion 
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5.5 Research Ethics 

Whilst the ethics of consumption are discussed at length throughout the thesis, there is also a 

need to explicitly discuss the ethics of the research process itself.  Saunders et al. (2016, 

p.239) define research ethics as “… the standards of behaviour that guide your conduct in 

relation to the rights of those who become the subject of your work, or are affected by it.”  

Numerous ethical codes, guidelines and statements have been developed to guide 

researchers, and the key principles in these documents can be broken down into four main 

areas: avoiding harm to participants, securing informed consent, protecting privacy and 

avoiding deception (Bryman, 2012). My study was guided by the University of South Wales’ 

Research Good Practice Code of Conduct (USW, 2017), Universities UK’s (2019) Concordat 

to Support Research Integrity and the Social Research Association’s Research Ethical 

Guidelines (SRA, 2021) and the project received full ethical approval from the University 

before I started collecting any data. 

   

Autoethnography is an inherently ethical approach as it seeks to conduct research in an 

nonexploitative and accessible way with the aim of furthering social justice and making a 

difference (Denzin, 2003, Lapadat, 2017).  Researchers have often introspected on difficult 

topics and experiences to avoid causing harm to participants and/or exploiting the experiences 

of others, to overcome some of the challenges of accessing contextually rich data, and in order 

to make phenomena that would not otherwise be observable from a first person perspective 

visible (Chang, 2013, Lapadat, 2017).  Introspection overcomes some of the complexities of 

obtaining informed consent as the researcher is the participant and is fully informed of the 

purpose of the research, and issues around protecting privacy are partially addressed as the 

introspector can choose which self-stories to write or present (Lapadat, 2017).  The ethical 

challenge of representing, speaking for, or appropriating the voice of others is also addressed 

because researcher(s) report on their own experiences and have an insider’s perspective on 

the meaning of these experiences (Holman Jones et al., 2013, Lapadat, 2017).  These ethical 

considerations were therefore one of my main reasons for adopting introspective methods as 

they presented an unobtrusive way to access data about both ethical and non-ethical 

behaviours over time, and of gaining deeper insights into the meanings of fashion consumption 

from a situated perspective.  

 

Personal introspection presents a number of ethical challenges, however, in terms of avoiding 

harm to the researcher (Tullis, 2013, Lapadat, 2017).  Whilst Lapadat (2017) argues that 

autoethnographers are more accurate and credible reporters of their own experience than any 

third parties, others have questioned the credibility and rigour of introspective methods and 
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pointed to the potential for researchers to omit or gloss over inconvenient memories (e.g. 

Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993, Delamont, 2009).  Champions of autoethnography have in turn 

sought to address this by emphasising the need for researchers to commit to speak the truth 

and to be open about traumas and difficult experiences (Frank, 2016).  Researcher 

‘vulnerability’ is embraced and encouraged, a process where introspectors discuss deeply 

personal stories and offer themselves up for public scrutiny (Ellis, 2004, Holman Jones et al., 

2013, Tilley-Lubbs, 2016).  Whilst it is argued that this can be therapeutic for both the author 

and reader, and can help them make sense of their lives (Frank, 2016, Lapadat, 2017), reading 

and writing personal and traumatic autoethnographic stories can also elicit strong emotions 

and stir up unresolved grief and repressed memories (Poulos, 2013, Denshire, 2014).  Unlike 

most other research where data is anonymised to protect the identity and privacy of 

participants, autoethnographers typically publish in their own names and consequently face 

the risk of stigma and negative judgments from colleagues and undesired career 

consequences (Visse and Niemeijer, 2016).  Holbrook (1995) warned of the risks to academic 

careers of using personal introspection, and Gould’s (1991) experience of publishing an 

autoethnographic study of the relationship between sexual drive and consumption is a 

cautionary tale.  He later introspected on how the controversy around the article impacted him 

personally and how he found it to be “… especially astounding because I generally see myself 

as a secretive, private person” (Gould, 2008, p.416).  The debate had long-term implications 

for his academic career and reputation, and whilst autoethnographic research has since 

become more established in the field of marketing, a number of mainstream business school 

researchers remain sceptical about its use (Hackley, 2020).  Consideration also needed to be 

given to how written material takes on a life of its own after publication (Tullis, 2013, Lapadat, 

2017) especially in an age when research outputs are widely disseminated over the internet.  

These factors weighed heavily on me back in 2017 when I started to look into the possibility 

of incorporating introspective methods into the study, especially as I stumbled upon the debate 

about the Gould (1991) article early on in the process and had already faced criticism about 

my own use of autoethnography at an academic conference in 2013.   I very much doubt I 

would have had the confidence to use the method a few years earlier prior to securing a 

permanent academic post for fear of its potential impact on my career.  However, reading 

other introspective studies published in respected journals convinced me of its potential for 

addressing my research aim and objectives.  As a generally secretive and private person 

myself, I have also thought long and hard about the inclusion of deeply personal details about 

mental health problems and unethical consumption behaviours, especially as I’m aware that 

the thesis will be made available for others to read.   I have made an informed choice to 

embrace researcher vulnerability, however, and to include details of difficult episodes.  This is 

partly to address the calls to speak the truth and to add to the credibility of the findings, but 
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also to hopefully help others that might face similar challenges during their research journeys.  

In this sense, I’ve been helped by the fact that it has become much more acceptable and 

normal to talk openly about mental health issues over the last decade, and whilst writing these 

parts of the introspection was difficult and evoked uncomfortable memories, the process also 

proved to be therapeutic and helped me make sense of my experiences as a consumer and 

researcher over the period.   

 

The other key ethical challenge with autoethnographic methods pertains to relational ethics 

and how others such as family members, friends and colleagues are portrayed in the work 

(Ellis, 2007, Tullis, 2013, Lapadat, 2017).  One of my primary reasons for selecting researcher 

introspection as a method was to allow me to explore socio-cultural influences on my thinking 

and practices, and consequently relational others that I have interacted with over the years 

are implicated in my consumption story (Ellis, 2004).  Whilst I as the introspector could choose 

which self-stories to write and present, this was not the case for the others that I speak of.  

Also, whilst pseudonyms can be used for names and places, intimate others may still be 

identifiable as the work is published in my own name.  A balance was therefore needed 

between providing readers with a truthful and multifaceted account on the one hand, and 

protecting the privacy of relational others on the other (Lapadat, 2017).  Tullis (2013) has 

suggested a number strategies for addressing these concerns including starting with the 

principle of doing no harm to others, getting informed consent, continuously exploring the 

ethical consequences of publication, and not presenting anything that a researcher would not 

want to show the persons mentioned in the text, and I used these steps as a guide when 

writing my narrative.  Where possible, I discussed the introspection with relational others to 

get their consent, avoided naming people, and tried not to stigmatise or present anyone in a 

negative light.  I used pseudonyms when discussing people that are no longer with us or that 

I was not in contact anymore and limited the discussion of deeply personal and difficult issues 

to my own experiences.  I also re-read my introspection prior to the submission of the final 

draft to further explore the ethical consequences of publication and took further steps at this 

stage to anonymise the data as much as possible; and whilst I recognise that it may still be 

possible for some readers to identify some of the characters in my consumption story, I hope 

the steps I have taken will ensure the reputation and well-being of others is protected.  

 

Wardrobe studies is also argued to be an ethical and relatively unintrusive approach, but there 

are still a number of ethical issues associated with it (Klepp and Bjerck, 2014).  One of the 

main challenges is finding participants who are willing to provide access to what can be highly 

personal and intimate spaces (Ibid.) and getting faculty ethical approval can also be difficult 

as I found out myself when I previously planned to conduct accompanied browsing and 



 

124 

interviews in the homes of WI members.  The main concern of the ethics committee at the 

time was about my security and welfare but looking back I feel it could have also caused some 

unease and embarrassment for participants.  This was therefore a further reason for adopting 

an introspective approach in this study and for focusing primarily on the contents of my own 

wardrobe.  I followed the lead of Maldini et al. (2019) and excluded intimate items such as 

socks and underwear for privacy reasons, with the exception of one theoretically interesting 

pair of Pants to Poverty underwear.  Participants in the confirmatory introspections were also 

given the option of introspecting on the contents of their wardrobe and of including supporting 

material such as photos, but I did not put any pressure on them to do so.  In the end, three of 

the participants undertook a form of wardrobe analysis, including Claire who shared a 

photograph of her wardrobe, and three other participants included photographs in their 

introspections.  The Participant Consent Form that I used (see Appendix D) did not specifically 

refer to photographic materials and I therefore secured further consent before including them 

in the appendices and pixelated some of the photographs to protect contributors from any 

future unintended use by others.  I’m incredibly grateful to the participants for sharing this 

material with me as it added another layer to the data and analysis, and I will discuss later in 

the thesis how I believe introspective methods present a number of ways of overcoming some 

of the ethical challenges associated with wardrobe studies and collecting data on actual 

behaviour over time.   

 

Many of the ethical considerations relating personal introspection were also relevant to the 

comparative introspections in terms of seeking to avoid harm to the consumer-researchers 

themselves and their relational others.  The process of securing informed consent was aided 

by the fact that participants were already familiar with research and publication protocols and 

procedures, and all were provided with an information sheet that included an overview of the 

project and details about why they had been asked to participate, what participation would 

involve, and how their confidentially and privacy would be protected (see Appendix D).  Whilst 

the reputational risk to participants was reduced by the use of pseudonyms throughout the 

thesis, I was very conscious that they may still be identifiable because of their place of work 

and/or their associations with me in the past, and I therefore adopted the same approach as 

when introspecting on relational others and tried not to stigmatise anyone or present them in 

a negative light.  As discussed, one of the key benefits of introspection from an ethical point 

of view is that participants could choose which self-stories to include (Lapadat, 2017) and I 

therefore considered it to be a relatively low risk approach at the start of the process.  I did not 

expect, or put any pressure on, participants to discuss difficult experiences, but did note in the 

information sheet that introspecting on social, environmental and other ethical issues and 

behaviour could cause some discomfort and anxiety and advised them to stop the 
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introspection and/or visit the University’s wellbeing webpages if they experienced anything of 

this nature.  As it turned out, a number of the contributors showed a high degree of researcher 

vulnerability, especially when discussing issues around weight, self-esteem and poverty 

during youth.  Again, I am incredibly grateful to them for sharing such personal and intimate 

details and have made every effort to deal with these issues in a sensitive way.   

 

One of the other key ethical challenges autoethnography seeks to address is trying to avoid 

speaking for, appropriating and erasing the voice of others (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 

Lapadat, 2017), and the adoption of a syncretic approach did present a problem in this sense 

as the participants did not have a role in writing the final thesis.  I sought to overcome this by 

using quotes wherever possible in the Comparative Introspections chapter and by including a 

full copy of all the original narratives in the appendices so that the voice of others was heard.  

This also allows readers the opportunity to compare my own interpretations with the original 

texts.  I acknowledge, however, that limiting the sample to research students and academics 

has meant that only the voices of university-based individuals are directly heard in the study 

and that this has restricted the scope of the research, although both myself and other 

contributors introspected on the experiences of others and about wider societal problems.  
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5.6 Data Analysis 

The conceptual and theoretical approach at the start of the research was inductive as I was 

seeking to gain new insights into the phenomenon of ethical consumerism and fashion and to 

develop theory from the research data rather than to test an existing model.  Grounded 

Theorists argue that, whilst the idea for a research project may come from existing research, 

the researcher should avoid being overly sensitised to pre-existing theoretical concepts 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967, Strauss and Corbin, 1990).  I have adopted a hermeneutic 

approach in this study, however, and Thompson (1997) has argued that hermeneutic 

researchers should strive to become familiar with existing themes, concepts and theories from 

the historical literature from the start of the process.  I therefore recognise and acknowledge 

that pre-existing theories played a background role prior to, during and after the data collection 

process, although I also made every effort to maintain theoretical sensitivity throughout the 

process to ensure the findings remained grounded in the data (Glaser, 1978).   

 

Many aspects of the research design were influenced by ideas from Grounded Theory 

including making an effort to maintain theoretical sensitivity and adopting a theoretical 

sampling approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, Glaser, 1978).  I did not, however, adopt the 

formal frameworks and data analytical procedures that are recommended by Grounded 

Theorists.   I was advised to do so back in 2007 when working on my MBA dissertation and 

spent a week reading Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) guide to grounded theory procedures and 

techniques from cover to cover, but I found it to be an incredibly hard read as I had no research 

methods training at the time.  Whilst I paid lip service to their prescribed process of open, axial 

and selective coding in the thesis, I had little idea of what I was doing, and the approach did 

not sit comfortably with me.  The reasons for my unease became clearer a year later when 

completing a module in qualitative data analysis as part of an MSc in Social Science Research 

Methods where we were warned that the coding process they recommend had a tendency to 

fragment the data and could lead to a loss of the narrative flow of documents, stories and 

interview transcripts (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996).  This helped me make sense of the 

challenges I had faced during the MBA and gave me the opportunity to explore other 

approaches for my second dissertation where I looked at how retailers communicated 

information about social responsibility on the web.  I considered a number of analytical 

methods including Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006),  Narrative Analysis 

(Riessman, 1993, Coffey and Atkinson, 1996) and Critical Discourse Analysis  (Phillips and 

Hardy, 2002), but in the end settled on two approaches: Content Analysis drawing on the work 

of Berelson (1952) and hermeneutics with its emphasis on interpreting the meanings of texts 

within their social and historical context (Phillips and Brown, 1993, Forster, 1994).  I was 
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particularly drawn to the Critical Hermeneutic Framework advocated by Phillips and Brown 

(1993) for analysing communication in and around organisations because of its focus on the 

intended meaning of the author(s) and the influence of the socio-cultural and historical context, 

and went on to use this approach in a number of subsequent publications on informational 

aspects of ethical consumption (e.g. Roberts, 2010, 2013). 

 

With its roots in theology a philosophy, hermeneutics has traditionally been used to interpret 

written texts, and as my research moved away from analysing communication materials such 

as websites and social labels towards studying consumption behaviours, I looked at other 

methods that have been used more widely to analyse interviews.  I found myself returning to 

hermeneutics, however, and found it had been used to study consumption stories and 

narratives in addition to traditional ‘texts’ (O'Shaughnessy, 1985, Arnold and Fischer, 1994).  

The data analytical approach I finally used was based on a framework developed by 

Thompson (1997) for deriving marketing-relevant insights from the texts of consumer stories 

and for exploring the influence of the cultural and historic context on personal history and the 

meaning derived from particular life events.  Three levels of interpretation are recommended:  

first, an ‘intra-case’ stage where each text is read and reread in its entirety to discern key 

patterns of meanings and to gain an understanding of the temporal sequencing of events; 

next, an ‘inter-case’ stage where common patterns of meanings that emerge across different 

consumption stories and experiences are identified; and finally, a ‘conceptual’ stage where 

the researcher explicitly draws on relevant literature in the research domain in which they are 

immersed to derive broader conceptual and managerial implications from the analysis of the 

consumer stories (Thompson, 1997, Cherrier, 2005b).  This approach has been used by a 

number of researchers in the field of ethical consumerism including by Cherrier (2005a) to 

analyse the transcripts of her existential phenomenological interviews with ethical consumers, 

by Valor et al. (2018) to analyse the text of consumers’ descriptions of their own 

(un)sustainable consumption practices during in-depth interviews, and by Hiller and Woodall 

(2019) to analyse the transcripts of interviews conducted with ethically minded consumer-

researchers.  Cherrier et al. (2012) also used the framework to analyse both the text of their 

own subjective personal introspections as researchers, transcripts of interviews conducted 

with carbon footprint reducers, and ethnographic fieldnotes.  I therefore concluded that this 

was an appropriate and defendable approach to analysing my data, especially following my 

decision to adopt guided introspections as my third method of data collection as this meant 

most of my data was already in textual form. 

 

I wrote my original introspection during the summer of 2018 and adopted a broadly narrative 

and autobiographical approach (Brown, 2006, Gould, 2008).  It is organised chronologically, 
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and I started by introspecting on my cultural and social background drawing on memories from 

childhood and adolescence, before tracing my consumption and informational journey as an 

undergraduate, journalist, lobbyist, masters student, early career researcher and lecturer.  The 

full text of the introspection is included in Appendix E and the analysis is included in Chapter 

6 (Critical Personal Introspection).  Whilst I drew on various materials including photographs, 

contextual texts and clothing items during the introspecting stage to add to the specificity of 

my consumption story and to evoke memories particular life events, I deliberately tried to avoid 

drawing on ideas, themes and concepts from the literature at this stage in an effort to ensure 

that my theoretical knowledge did not have too much influence on my consumption story.  The 

fact that I had not been actively researching the topic over the preceding five years helped in 

this sense, although I recognise that it is questionable whether a researcher can completely 

suspend his or her own awareness of relevant theories (Bulmer, 1979) and that my research 

and teaching background in the field of consumer behaviour inevitably influenced my narrative.   

A further two years then passed before I started to analyse text of the introspection in the 

summer of 2020, and at this stage I read the introspection as a whole several times to identify 

initial themes, patterns and bags of meaning (Mason, 2002) before moving to the inter-case 

and conceptual stages (Thompson, 1997, Cherrier, 2005b).  I also briefly considered using 

the NVivo qualitative data analysis software because of the volume of data having previously 

dabbled with various software packages in 2010, however I found that it fragmented the data.  

I therefore used a less structured and iterative approach including functions such as 

highlighting, comments and notes in Microsoft Word to label – or ‘code’ – emerging patterns, 

themes and ideas. 

 

The next stage involved analysing the content of my wardrobe using the photograph taken on 

1 September 2018 as a fixed point.  At the time, I was not familiar with the literature on 

wardrobe studies, and therefore my analytical approach was exploratory and evolving; 

however, I subsequently found that the methods that I adopted had much in common with the 

inventory based approach outlined by Klepp and Bjerck (2014).  They argued that studies 

adopting a hermeneutic approach could benefit from increased systematic registration of 

clothing items, for example historic details about the place of purchase, brands, garment care, 

mending and wardrobe positioning.  They also recommend collecting a minimum amount of 

common information about all the garments included in the analysis to allow for connections 

to be made, and also argued that combining both quantitative and qualitative data analytical 

techniques could help generate a more holistic understanding of how everything fitted 

together.  I started the analysis by labelling the 57 items that were observable in the 

photograph and proceeded to write a short description of each item and to collect common 

information about when and from where they were acquired.  I was able to do most of this 
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from memory and checked labels and purchase receipts for the remaining items.  Other 

information categories emerged during the analysis and the full inventory is included in 

Appendix G.  Following this, I cross-referenced the data with my introspections to explore the 

influence of cognitive aspects such as my level of ethical behavioural intent, informational 

aspects such as my level of ethical awareness and knowledge at the time of acquisition, socio-

cultural aspects such as my career stage at the time of acquisition, and situational and 

structural aspects such as the availability of ethical information.   

 

Given the overarching aim of the study was to explore how intentions translated into actual 

ethical fashion consumption behaviours over time, and the objectives relating to cognitive, 

informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural aspects of consumption, I sought to 

explore the meaningfulness and usefulness of the methods used elsewhere in the literature to 

measure these aspects.  Most quantitative studies have used Likert-scale responses to 

various statements, and I questioned the wording and meaningfulness of some of these 

measures in the literature review chapters.  I therefore tried to establish how I would have 

responded to the statements used to measure Attitudes, Subjective Norm, Perceived 

Behavioural Control, Behavioural Intention and some of the other variables that have been 

tested in the literature, and my exploratory ratings are including Chapter 6.  I subsequently 

adopted a similar approach when trying to evaluate the potential for incorporating measures 

of Actual Ethical Attitudes, Actual Ethical Knowledge, Socio-cultural Norms, Actual 

Behavioural Control and Actual Ethical Behaviour by giving an exploratory rating for the 57 

individual items in my wardrobe, and these rankings are included in full in Appendix G.  The 

main purpose of this stage was to aid with the analysis of the introspection and to further 

explore some of the emerging themes.  Some interpretivist researchers may question the 

appropriateness of stage given the exploratory nature of the study, however Arnould and 

Thompson (2005) have argued that Consumer Culture Theorists should embrace 

methodological pluralism whenever quantitative measures and analytic techniques can be 

used to advance theory.  The approach was also consistent with my ontological and 

epistemological position that the empirical, real and actual are legitimate units of study.    

 

I collected and read some of the comparative introspections prior to and during these analytical 

stages, and subsequently collected further narratives during the summer and autumn of 2020 

to explore emerging themes such as feelings about second-hand clothing and the influence of 

Welsh culture.  I then read each story in its entirety during the spring of 2021 to identify key 

patterns of meanings expressed by each consumer in their narratives (Thompson, 1997) and 

wrote brief profiles for each informant to help ensure the most important themes and issues 
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for each individual were not lost during the subsequent analysis – and to help ensure that the 

chronological order and temporal sequencing of key events were retained.  I also produced a 

tabular summary of the participants with details about their gender, life stage, career stage 

and details of life themes and projects shared and contrasting to my own (see Table 4).  At 

this point, I moved into the ‘inter-case’ stage and compared the narratives with each other and 

with my own, and started reviewing, defining and naming different themes.  It was at this stage 

that the 5 broad categories of behavioural, cognitive, informational, socio-cultural and 

situational/structural aspects of consumption emerged as a structure for the discussion.  I used 

these headings to structure Chapter 8 where I present the findings of the Comparative 

Introspections, and this was the first chapter of the thesis that I wrote.   By this point, I had 

reached the ‘conceptual’ stage of the analysis and started to draw explicitly on relevant ideas 

and concepts from the literature to help define, sharpen and differentiate the themes (Cherrier, 

2005a) and to derive a broader understanding of cultural, societal and historical processes 

from the analysis of the specific cases (Geertz, 1983).  This was an iterative and interpretive 

process and I moved between early drafts of the literature review chapters and the themes 

identified during the analysis of my personal introspection and wardrobe.  I then re-evaluated 

the literature through a behavioural, cognitive, informational, socio-cultural and 

situational/structural ‘lens’ and wrote the final draft of the literature review chapters (Chapters 

2-4).  Following this, I used the five aspects of consumption as a frame and structure when 

writing the Critical Personal Introspection and Introspective Wardrobe Analysis (Chapters 6 

and 7) and when drawing wider conceptual and managerial implications from the findings at 

the end of the process (Thompson, 1997).  These are explored in more detail in Chapter 9 

(Discussion) where I also discuss how my research specifically relates to – and addresses 

gaps in – the existing literature.  My final Conclusions and Recommendations are then 

presented in Chapter 10.  
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5.7 Trustworthiness and Authenticity 

Throughout the thesis, I have discussed criticisms of introspective methods and how 

researchers from both positivist and interpretivist traditions have raised questions about their 

reliability and trustworthiness.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, I sought to address these 

concerns by following the 4 criteria developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) for establishing the 

trustworthiness of research: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability.  I argue 

that the credibility of the study is strengthened by my prolonged engagement with the 

phenomena of ethical consumerism and my persistent observation of behaviours and 

practices over a period of decades which add both scope and depth to the findings.  I 

triangulated data drawn from a range of different personal sources and the other introspections 

using mixed methods and drew on theories and concepts from a wide range of different 

literatures and disciplines.  Peer debriefing was achieved by discussing my analysis and 

findings with my supervisors, family members and peers.  I deliberately included examples of 

both ethical and unethical behaviours in my narrative so that negative cases could be 

analysed.  Referential adequacy was addressed by keeping detailed records of the data 

collection stages and including the full transcripts of the introspections and my wardrobe 

inventory in the appendices, and other personal materials such as essays and photographs 

have been stored systematically so that they can be made available to others on request.  

Supervisory meetings and the viva in turn are forms of member checks, and my intention is to 

expand on this in future by incorporating elements from Collaborative Autoethnography  and 

Interactive Introspection (Ellis, 1991, Chang, 2013) in future publications. 

 

I have sought to address the transferability criterion by including a think description (Geertz, 

1973) of my methodological approach in this chapter, and by introspecting and reflecting on 

how the data was collected and analysed throughout the thesis to make it possible for other 

researchers to assess whether the methods could be applied to other cases (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985).  Whilst I make no claims of generalisability to other consumers beyond the study, 

I am seeking to make theoretical and managerial contributions that are potentially transferrable 

– and even testable – in other contexts.  The dependability criterion has been addressed by 

reviewing and discussing credible literatures on research methods whilst designing the 

research and by overlapping different methods. The steps outlined to address the 3 other 

criteria, including providing a thick description of the methodology, keeping detailed records, 

discussing the findings with others, and making the raw data available for analysis – or 

‘auditing’ – by others, were also designed to address the confirmability criterion (Ibid.).    
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Guba and Lincoln (1989) have outlined a further set of 5 criteria for establishing the 

authenticity of research – fairness, catalytic authenticity, tactical authenticity, ontological 

authenticity and educative authenticity – and I made every effort to address all of these 

throughout the process.  I sought to fairly represent different viewpoints in the research by 

using quotes wherever possible in the Comparative Introspections chapter so that the voice 

of others was heard, although I recognise that the research could have been made more 

democratic by drawing on the views of people from outside higher education.  Catalytic and 

tactical authenticity are addressed in Chapter 9 (Discussion) where I make a series of practical 

recommendations for both policymakers and practitioners aimed at addressing some of the 

social and environmental problems associated with fashion industry.  The fourth research 

objective “to evaluate the usefulness and effectiveness of introspective methods for studying 

(ethical) consumption behaviours” in turn sought to address the ontological and educative 

authenticity criteria by seeking ways to help improve understanding of ethical aspects of 

consumption and social and situational influences on behaviours and practices.  Interestingly, 

a number of participants also introspected on how taking part in the study improved their 

understanding of the social environment and their own behaviours, and how it had motivated 

them to try and change their consumption practices in future.  Finally, my decision to write the 

final draft of this chapter in the first person was born in part out of the fact that it felt unauthentic 

to refer to myself as ‘the researcher’ and to distance myself from the methodology, and I hope 

this approach helps ensure that my own voice is heard in an authentic way throughout the 

thesis.    
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5.8 Conclusion 

This chapter provided an outline of the methodological approach adopted in the study. My 

starting ontological and epistemological stance was Critical Realist (Bhaskar, 1989) and I 

considered both observable and unobservable aspects of consumption to be legitimate units 

of study.  My axiological stance in turn meant that I considered researcher introspections to 

be valuable sources of data, and this led to the adaptation of Critical Personal Introspection, 

Introspective Wardrobe Analysis and Comparative Introspections as my data collection 

methods.  I used theoretical sampling to identify ‘texts’ and ‘things’ that would add depth, 

specificity and richness to the findings, and to select other ethically minded and knowledgeable 

consumer-researchers to participate in the study.  My approach to data analysis was 

hermeneutic, but also drew on quantitative techniques to help bridge the divide between 

psychological and cultural approaches.  And throughout the process, I have sought to be 

ethical in my approach and to take steps to ensure that my findings are truthful, trustworthy 

and authentic.      
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CHAPTER 6:  CRITICAL PERSONAL INTROSPECTION 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of my analysis of the Subjective Personal Introspection that 

I wrote in in the summer of 2018 (see Appendix E).  As discussed in the last chapter, I adopted 

a broadly narrative and autobiographical approach (Brown, 2006, Gould, 2008) when writing 

it and tried to avoid drawing on concepts and theories from the extant literature.  Two years 

then passed before I started to analyse text in the summer of 2020, and this initially involved 

reading the introspection several times to identify initial patterns of meaning.  Subsequently, I 

moved to the ‘inter-case’ stage (Thompson, 1997, Cherrier, 2005b) and started to make 

explicit linkages with concepts from the literature, and it is the findings from this stage of the 

analysis that are presented in this chapter.  

 

I begin by looking at behavioural aspects and how my intentions, behaviours and practices 

evolved over time.  Next, I look at cognitive aspects and how my behaviours were shaped by 

my enduring values, evolving attitudes, emotions, and aspects of my ‘inner self’.   I then focus 

on informational aspects and explore how my level of awareness and knowledge shaped my 

intentions and behaviours at different life stages.  Socio-cultural aspects are then looked at 

including the influence of referent others, culture, habits, personal history and my ‘social self’.  

Finally, I look at situational and structural aspects and the influence of factors such as 

availability, affordability and my perceptions about the effectiveness of different courses of 

action during different life stages.   
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6.2 Behavioural Aspects 

I wrote the introspection chronologically, starting with my cultural and social background and 

memories of clothing consumption during childhood, and I identified 10 different life stages 

during the subsequent analysis.  My earliest clothing-related memories were from mid-to-late 

childhood in the 1980s, and I described visits to Siop y Don in Caernarfon and family shopping 

trips to North West England and the school jumpers my mother used to knit for me at the time.  

I had limited control over clothing purchases during this life stage and was more of an 

influencer than a consumer.  The second life stage began at secondary school in 1989 and 

this is when started to consume in my own right, although I only had limited spending power 

at the time.  It was during the third life stage when studying at Oxford that I started to have 

autonomy over purchasing and garment care, and I then moved to Cardiff in 2000 to start a 

career as a journalist with the BBC. I had little Ethical Behavioural Intention (EBI) toward 

clothing, however, until the next identifiable life stage when I enrolled on an MBA programme 

in 2006.  I subsequently started an MSc focused on ethical consumerism and fashion in 2008, 

and this was followed by a period working as a doctoral researcher at the ESRC Centre for 

Business Relationships, Accountability, Sustainability and Society (BRASS).  This is when I 

started to make a conscious effort to “… become an ethical fashion consumer and to walk the 

talk as it were.”  Changes in my circumstances in 2012 led me to move to back to North Wales 

and to embark on a yearlong effort to be a consistently ethical fashion consumer.  The ninth 

life stage commenced in 2013 when I put my research on hold and started a new role as a 

lecturer in business with the Coleg Cymraeg Cenedlaethol in South Wales; and the final stage 

covered in the introspection was form 2017 when I recommenced with the PhD and started to 

take a keen interest in the ethics of fashion consumption again. 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, much of the extant literature has focused on a single ethical 

behaviour, for example sweatshop avoidance, and intention to purchase products with a 

specific ethical attribute such as organic cotton at a single point in time.  The aims of this study 

were broader, however, as I sought to gain a holistic understanding of what factors affected 

my EBI toward a range of behaviours and practices at different life stages.  Some studies also 

found intentions and behaviours could vary between product categories and in different 

consumption domains (e.g. Hassan et al., 2013, Ritch, 2014) and I therefore started my 

analysis by identifying what intentions (I) and behaviours (B) I ‘revealed’ in the narrative toward 

fashion and non-fashion related behaviours at different life stages.  A summary of the results 

is presented in Table 5, although this is only designed to be an overview – or ‘snapshot’ – of 

the revealed behaviours, and I explore my intentions and behaviours in each category in more 

depth in the narrative that follows. I also excluded the two earliest life stages – childhood and 
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adolescence – from the summary as most consumption decisions were made by others on my 

behalf during these stages. 

6.2.1 Positive buying behaviours 

My earliest ethical intentions were in relation to food, and I would occasionally buy locally 

produced meat, dairy items and produce from Oxford Covered Market and at Riverside 

Farmers Market following my move to Cardiff; however, whilst I bought some British made 

clothes from Shephard and Woodward and other traditional menswear stores whilst at 

university, I do not think they were intentionally ethical purchases. I started to take more 

interest in the ethics of food production during my early career, and this started to translate 

into actual purchases of fairtrade (FT) and other pro-social food and beverages around the 

time I started the MBA.  This is also when my behavioural intention to avoid sweatshop 

produced clothing really started to take hold, and my first deliberately pro-ethical fashion 

purchases were a Kuyichi shirt and jeans (see Figure 6) and a pair of No Sweat trainers bought 

from Oyster Clothing, a specialist ethical clothing store in Cardiff, in 2007.  My intentions 

toward pro-environmental purchases were weaker at this stage, although I was aware of the 

debate about food miles and had come across eco detergents in the supermarket; and my 

first pro-environmental clothing purchase was a Howies t-shirt acquired in 2008 (see Figure 

10) although supporting a Welsh-based brand was also a contributory factor here.    

 

Figure 6: Kuyichi shirt and jeans from 2007 
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Table 5: Ethical intentions (I) and behaviours (B) at different life stages*    

Life Stage  Period Positive Buying Behaviours Slow & Collaborative Behaviours Harm Avoidance / Reduction I intended to 

be an ethical 

fashion 

consumer 

Pro-

local  

Pro-

social  

Pro-

environmental 

Mending / 

making / 

recycling 

Second-hand 

consumption 

Rental Reduced 

Consumption 

Boycotts Animal 

Welfare 

Energy & 

Transport 

Undergrad. 

student 

1997 - 2000 I, B   B B B  ?, ?   Disagree (-2) 

Early career 2001 - 2005 I, B I I I, B     I, B I, B Somewhat 

Disagree (-1) 

MBA 

student 

2006 – 2007 I, B I, B I, B  I, B    I  I, B I, B Agree (2) 

MSc student 2008 – 2009 I, B I, B I, B I, B  B I I, B I, B I, B Agree (2) 

Researcher 

& tutor 

2010 – 2011  I, B I, B I, B I, B I B I  I, B I, B I, B  Agree (2) 

Ethical 

consumer  

2012 I, B I, B I, B I, B I  I, B I, B I, B I, B Strongly 

Agree (3) 

Lecturer 2013 – 2016 I, B I, B I, B I, B I B I I, B I, B I, B Somewhat 

Agree (1) 

Lecturer & 

PhD student 

2017 – 2018  I, B I, B I, B I, B I  I, B I, B I, B I, B Agree (2) 

*Fashion specific intentions and behaviours are highlighted in bold
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6.2.2 Slow & collaborative behaviours 

In the early days, my understanding of ethical fashion consumption was limited to positive 

buying, however I had unwittingly engaged in a number slow and collaborative behaviours 

prior to this.  My mother mended and adapted clothes throughout my youth, and I regularly 

donated clothes to charity shops at the end of their useful life.  I occasionally bought second-

hand clothes during my time at university and rented items for events such as college balls 

and graduation ceremonies, but these behaviours were motivated more by frugality than social 

and environmental concerns.  I rarely engaged in these practices during my early career as I 

became more independent and attended fewer formal events, and the ready availability of 

cheap clothes on the high street led me to overconsume throughout my twenties.  This 

changed over subsequent years and reduced consumption was one of the main strategies I 

adopted during my yearlong attempt to be an ethical fashion consumer in 2012.   I asked my 

mother to handknit me a tank top from Welsh rare breed wool during this period and posted 

the following on social media: “My 100% organic, chemical free, 100% Welsh Christmas gift 

from Mam slowly taking shape #slowfashion #practicewhatipreach #weithiau” (see Figure 7).  

The hashtags I used indicates that I viewed this to be a form of slow fashion and that I was 

seeking to enact my EBI, although the inclusion of the word “weithiau” (Welsh for occasionally) 

also points to an awareness of inconsistencies in my behaviour.  I did not acquire any second-

hand clothing over this period, despite visiting charity shops in an effort to do so, and I did not 

give consideration to the option of renting clothes.  My consumption levels increased again 

the following year after starting a new job as a lecturer, but I was also making a conscious 

effort to purchase fewer, better-quality clothing by this stage, and was routinely recycling all 

my clothes at the end of their useful life.   

Figure 7: Hand knitted gift from 2012 
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6.2.3 Harm avoidance behaviours 

As discussed in earlier chapters, there was a great deal of interest in boycotts in the early 

ethical consumerism literature (e.g. Friedman, 1991, Friedman, 1996, Klein et al., 2004), and 

I have some recollection of boycotting Nike products during the late 1990s when I took an 

active part in student union politics; as I note in the introspection, however, this may be a false 

memory developed later when studying student campaigns against the company.  My 

research into the CSR credentials of leading fashion retailers in 2009 led to the formation of 

intention to avoid Arcadia brands and some other fast fashion retailers, although as the next 

chapter will reveal, I continued to make purchases from other companies that I did not perceive 

to be ethical.   Concern about animal welfare led me to try to avoid buying battery farmed eggs 

and intensively farmed meet, but it had little impact on my intentions or behaviour toward 

fashion – and I regularly purchased leather shoes during all life stages.  In contrast, I 

intentionally tried to reduce energy consumption when laundering clothes from around 2010 

onwards, but my efforts in other life domains were much more limited and I continued to take 

long haul holidays even when my level of EBI toward clothing was at its highest in 2012.       

6.2.4 Ethical behavioural intention 

So far, the analysis has pointed to how my levels of intent and behaviour varied in relation to 

different ethical concerns and in different product categories, and on how my conceptualisation 

of ethical consumption broadened to include slow, collaborative and harm avoidance 

behaviours as time went by.  I also wanted to explore the meaningfulness of the Likert-type 

statements that have been used to measure behavioural intent in the psychological strand of 

literature, and the relative strength of my overall EBI at different life stages.  I therefore asked 

myself to what extent I would have agreed with the following statement “I intended to be an 

ethical fashion consumer at this life stage.”   The statement is loosely based on measurements 

used elsewhere in the literature and I responded on a 7-point scale ranging from “strongly 

disagree” (-3) to “strongly agree” (+3).  My ratings in the final column of Table 5 are exploratory 

and are based on my interpretation of the narrative, and I may well have responded differently 

had I been asked the question during each life stage.  The ratings are reductive and only 

provide a snapshot of my intentions at the time and should be used in conjunction with the 

qualitative analysis that follows.  Nevertheless, they give some indication of changes in my 

overall level of EBI toward fashion over time. 

 

I had little or no ethical behavioural intention toward fashion as an undergraduate despite the 

fact that I engaged in practices that I have since come to perceive to be ethical.   My EBI 

evolved in a broadly linear way over the years that followed, and were at their strongest during 
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2012 when it could be argued that I was ‘hard-core’ ethical consumer (Carrington et al., 2014) 

when it came to fashion.  However, my ethical intentions decreased over subsequent years 

during my time as a lecturer, only to strengthen again after recommencing with the PhD in 

2017.   The underlying factors that contributed to formation and subsequent changes in my 

EBI are explored in the remainder of the chapter, and the degree to which my EBI translated 

into actual ethical behaviour (AEB) is addressed in more detail in the next chapter.   
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6.3 Cognitive Aspects 

The role of cognitive variables such as values, beliefs and attitudes have been widely tested 

in the ethical fashion literature, and many studies have found they exerted a greater influence 

on the formation of EBI than other variables.  Interpretivist researchers in turn focused more 

on the meaning of consumption and how consumers coped with inconsistencies between their 

intentions and behaviour.   I therefore sought to explore the meaningfulness of these variables 

and constructs and their relative influence on my own EBI and behaviour over time. 

6.3.1 Enduring values and beliefs 

Most studies that have focused on the role of values have drawn on the work of Schwartz 

(1992, 1994) and asked participants to rate the importance of universal values using either his 

SVS (Schwartz, 1992) or PVQ (Schwartz et al., 2001) survey instruments.  Given the 

dominance of this approach, I completed an online PVQ test during the data analysis stage to 

explore the meaningfulness and usefulness of such instruments.   The test was developed by 

IDR Labs (IDR Labs, 2021) and involved rating my level of agreement or disagreement with 

40 different statements on a 7 point scale.  I completed the test on 2 February 2021 and the 

results are presented in Figure 8. The first limitation is that the results do not allow for 

comparison between altruistic and biospheric values (Stern et al., 1993, 1999, Stern, 2000) 

because the ratings for ‘social justice’ and ‘protecting the environment’ are aggregated 

together as universalism type values, whereas as the previous discussion has shown, pro-

social values excreted a greater influence on my intentions and behaviour than environmental 

concerns for most of the period.  Personal and corporate ‘responsibility’ has been one of my 

key concerns over the years and is largely what led me to undertake research in the field, yet 

my overall score for benevolence type values was low, and this is probably because some of 

the other values in this grouping such as ‘a spiritual life’ and ‘mature love’ do not resonate with 

me so much.  Some researchers in the field have grouped universality and benevolence 

values together and treated self-transcendence as a single variable (e.g. Manchiraju and 

Sadachar, 2014, Stringer et al., 2020), but this would have resulted in a low overall score for 

this dimension despite my enduring ethical values, beliefs and orientation toward ethical 

fashion.   
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Figure 8: Online PVQ Test Results      

 
Source: IDR Labs (2021) 

 

As I will discuss later and in the next chapter, I have used clothes over the years to construct 

a social self, and some power and achievement type values are evident in my narrative 

including a search for ‘social recognition’ and ‘self-respect’, but the low score for hedonism 

type values resulted in a low overall score for self-enhancement.  Similarly, in the openness 

to change dimension, the results suggested high levels of self-direction type values, but the 

ratings for stimulation and hedonism were low; and whilst the score for the 3 value types in 

the conservation dimension (tradition, conformity and security) were all at a similar level, and 

individual values such as ‘moderation’ and a ‘respect for (Welsh) tradition’ were evident in my 

narrative, most of the other individual values included in this dimension were not.  The 

explanatory power of both the test results and the Theory of Value Contents and Structure 

(Schwartz, 1992, 1994) were therefore limited in my case.   

 

6.3.2 Evolving attitudes 

Attitudes are the most widely tested cognitive variable in the literature, although as discussed 

in Chapter 4, there are key differences in terms the focal attitude ‘object’ in these studies.  

There has been a tendency also to assume attitudes remain stable and consistent over time, 

and calls for longitudinal research into how they may change at different life stages (e.g. 

Carrington et al., 2010, McNeill and Moore, 2015).  I therefore started my analysis by 

evaluating what my consumption narrative revealed about my attitude toward a range of 

ethical attributes, issues and practices at different life stages.  Here again, I sought to explore 

meaningfulness and usefulness of the Likert-type statements that have been used in studies 

that have tested the TPB by drawing on measures used elsewhere in the literature, and my 

exploratory ratings are included in Table 6.  These are only designed to provide an overview 
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of my attitudes at different life stages however, and I explore how they evolved over time in 

more depth in the narrative that follows.   

 

My strongest positive attitudes over the years have been in relation to sweatshop free fashion, 

and my evaluations, feelings and tendencies toward this idea have been consistently positive 

since the mid-2000s.  My attitude toward British made fashion has also been broadly positive 

and evolved in a similar way, but my attitudes toward environmentally preferable apparel have 

been more mixed.  Over the years, I have been sceptical about the relative benefits of organic 

cultivation and about the feel and performance of alternatives such as hemp, and a preference 

for natural fibres has led to some negative attitudes toward some synthetic ‘eco-friendly’ 

materials.  I had negative feelings toward my mother’s hand knitted jumpers during childhood 

because they were a different colour to those worn by my peers but was delighted when she 

knitted me a tank top during my yearlong attempt to be an ethical fashion consumer. My 

tendencies toward the idea of purchasing second-hand fashion were positive during my time 

as an undergraduate, and again during more recent years, but I had similar misgivings about 

the smell of charity shops as some of the participants in the McNeill and Moore (2015) study 

– and a negative attitude towards wearing clothes that had been previously worn by people I 

did not know.  My attitudes relating to clothing rental were fairly neutral for most of the period 

as I did not consider them to be a form of ethical consumption.  I was not favourably disposed 

toward reducing my level of consumption during my early twenties when I was a heavier 

fashion consumer, but gradually came to view this in a more positive light over the years that 

followed.  My attitude toward brand boycotts were consistently favourable, but my attitude 

toward individual brands changed; for example, I had negative views about Nike early on in 

my consumption journey but came to view the company much more favourably in later years 

due to its CSR efforts.  Whilst I have always disapproved of cruelty to animals and the use of 

fur, I have remained relatively neutral about the use of leather and wool, in part because of 

the aesthetic appeal of these materials and because I assumed they would go to waste 

otherwise as animals needed to be reared to produce meat.  Finally, my attitude toward energy 

use at the garment care stage was ambivalent until I became aware of the issue during my 

research but strengthened in subsequent years as I became more concerned about the impact 

of climate change.     
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Table 6: Attitude toward different attributes, issues and practices 

Life Stage  

I had a positive attitude toward… 

British 

made 

fashion 

Sweatshop 

free fashion 

Organic and 

eco-friendly 

fashion 

Mending, 

making and 

recycling 

Second-hand 

fashion 

Collaborative 

fashion e.g., 

rental 

Reduced 

fashion 

consumption 

Brand 

boycotts 

Animal 

cruelty 

avoidance 

Reduced 

energy 

use 

Ethical 

fashion 

consumption 

Undergrad. 

student 

1 1 0 0 1 0 -1 1 0 0 0  

Early career 1 2 0 1 -1 0 -2 1 0 0 1 

MBA 

student 

2 3 2 1 -1 0 -1 2 0 0 2 

MSc student 2 3 2 1 -1 0 2 2 0 1 2 

Researcher 

& tutor 

2 3 2 2 -1 0 2 2 0 2 2 

Ethical 

consumer  

3 3 3 3 1 0 3 3 1 3 3 

Lecturer 3 3 2 2 -1 0 2 2 0 2 2 

Lecturer & 

PhD student 

3 3 3 2 -1 0 3 3 0 3 2 

Average 2 3 2 2 -1 0 1 2 0 1 2 

Key: -3 = “strongly disagree”; -2 = “disagree”; -1 = “somewhat disagree”; 0 = “neither agree nor disagree”; 1 = “somewhat agree”; 2 = “agree”; 3 = “strongly agree” 
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Some of the studies reviewed in Chapters 2 - 4 measured attitudes toward ‘green’, ‘ethical’ 

and/or ‘sustainable’ consumption in general (e.g. Paul et al., 2016, Jacobs et al., 2018, Pinna, 

2020) but I raised questions about this approach because of the lack of specificity of the 

attitude ‘object’.  I sought to explore this further by attempting to rate my overall attitude toward 

ethical fashion consumption at different life stages in the final column of Table 6.  This proved 

challenging as my attitude toward some behaviours and practices such as reduced 

consumption strengthened over the years, whilst my attitude towards pro-ethical purchasing 

weakened.  This illustrates the limitation of measuring general attitudes towards ethical 

consumption using Likert-type scales and points to the need to measure and explore attitudes 

towards more specific issues and/or behaviours.  Nevertheless, my exploratory ratings 

illustrate how my attitude toward most of the behaviours and practices became more positive 

up to 2012 when I embarked on my yearlong effort to be an ethical fashion consumer.  The 

challenges I faced over this year, coupled with a shift in focus away from my research, led to 

a weakening in my attitudes over the years that followed, whilst recommencing with my PhD 

led me to become more positively disposed again toward ethical fashion consumption.  This 

points to an interrelationship between attitudes and informational, socio-cultural and 

situational factors, and these themes are explored later in the chapter.   

 

Finally, whilst this analysis provides a broad overview of my attitude toward various ethical 

attributes, ideas and practices over time, it does not reflect the extent to which my attitudes 

varied from product to product – and the extent to which they were influenced by cost, physical 

and extrinsic attributes such as price, convenience, fit, aesthetic appeal and brands 

(Magnuson et al., 2017).  These aspects are therefore explored in the next chapter where I 

evaluate my actual attitude toward individual clothing possessions.     

6.3.3 Self-identity and my inner self 

A number of the studies that tested the TPB model included measures of moral self-identity 

and found this to be positively related to EBI.  Shaw et al. (2000) for example asked 

participants to indicate their level of agreement with the following statement "I think of myself 

as someone who is concerned about ethical issues" (p.894), whilst Hustvedt and Dickson 

(2009) measured the extent to which respondents considered themselves to be 

“environmental”, “socially responsible” and “organic” consumers.  I have therefore indicated in 

Careful consideration therefore needs to be given to the meaningfulness of statements used 

to measure inner perceptions of self-identity given the complex and subjective nature of 

internal notions of the self, and my analysis suggests that a more qualitative approach is 

needed when assessing the influence of ethical self-identity.   
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Table 7 how I believe I would have responded to such statements at different life stages.  My 

response to the first type of questions would have been broadly positive for most of the period, 

but my response to the latter would have been more variable.  I would have been comfortable 

describing myself as a socially responsible consumer in 2007-8 when my conceptualisation of 

ethical consumerism was narrow and I was regularly purchasing ethical clothing, but 

introspected on how this changed in subsequent years: 

“As I progressed with my research, tensions grew between my ethical beliefs and 

values on the one hand, and clothes shopping on the other, and I had come to realise 

that I needed to do much more than simply buying ethical products to be a truly socially 

and environmentally responsible consumer.” 

During 2012, I had a very high level of concern about the ethics of fashion, and my social 

media post about the hand knitted tank top (see Figure 7) is an indication of how ethical fashion 

consumption had become a part of my self-identity; however, the inclusion of the hashtag 

“weithiau” also points to an awareness of contradictions in my behaviour that moderated my 

self-assessment of my own social responsibility.  Self-criticality was also evident in the 

concluding sentence of the introspection where I stated “I would be the first to admit that I 

have a long way to go before I could honestly describe myself as an ethical consumer.”   

Careful consideration therefore needs to be given to the meaningfulness of statements used 

to measure inner perceptions of self-identity given the complex and subjective nature of 

internal notions of the self, and my analysis suggests that a more qualitative approach is 

needed when assessing the influence of ethical self-identity.   

 

Table 7: My ethical self-identity 

Life Stage  I think of myself as someone 

who is concerned about 

ethical issues (Shaw et al., 

2000) 

I am a socially responsible 

consumer (Hustvedt and 

Dickson, 2009) 

Undergraduate  Somewhat Agree   Somewhat Agree 

Early career Somewhat Agree   Somewhat Agree 

MBA student Agree   Somewhat Agree 

MSc student Agree   Agree 

Researcher & tutor Agree  Somewhat Agree 

Ethical consumer  Strongly Agree  Agree  

Lecturer Agree  Somewhat Agree 

Lecturer & PhD Student Agree  Somewhat Agree   
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6.3.4 Emotions, feelings and meanings 

Researchers found that ethical fashion consumption could evoke positive emotions and 

feelings (e.g. Bly et al., 2015, Lundblad and Davies, 2016, Ritch, 2020) and there were a 

number of examples to support this in my narrative.  I described, for example, how the first 

pro-social clothing purchases I ever made – the Kuyichi shirt and jeans in Figure 6 – made me 

“… smile when I put them on and feel good about wearing something that has been made in 

an ethical way” and how I still loved wearing them a decade later.  The handknitted tank top 

in Figure 7 evoked similar feelings, echoing the finding of Maldini et al. (2019) that 

personalised and homemade possessions could have higher emotional value; this item also 

held significant cultural meanings (McCracken, 1986, Thompson and Haytko, 1997) as I 

explained in this extract: 

“To this day, this brown hand knitted woollen tank-top is the clothing item I treasure 

the most.  I wear it on bitterly cold winter days and when working on my research in 

cold libraries. I feel good wearing it, knowing that I can trace its origins from sheep to 

jumper – and the fact that it was a Christmas gift by parents gives it additional meaning 

and value.” 

My failure to enact ethical intent when it came to acquiring other clothes evoked negative 

emotions however over this period, and I described how:   

“… by this point, I had been trying to be an ethical fashion consumer for about a year 

but recognised that I had not been fully successful despite my best efforts.  There were 

blips during the period, including a few purchases from the high street, and this tank 

top was the only fully traceable item I had managed to acquire, despite the extensive 

knowledge I had by now of the clothing retail sector.”   

This in turn led to feelings of anxiety, helplessness, stress and uncertainty (Shaw and 

Tomolillo, 2004, Hassan et al., 2013, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021), and shopping for clothes 

became an unpleasant experience as a result.  

6.3.5 Reasoning, managing and coping   

A number of studies have found evidence of consumers using management and/or 

neutralisation techniques to cope with discrepancies between their ethical attitudes and actual 

fashion consumption behaviour (e.g. Bly et al., 2015, Ritch and Brownlie, 2016, Valor et al., 

2018) and many of these were evident in my narrative. Developmental realism (Eckhardt et 

al., 2010) was a factor during my early career prior to the formation of ethical intent.  For 

example, I described how my concern about the closure of a Burberry factory in South Wales 

during this period:  

“… did not affect my consumption behaviour (as) Burberry clothes were way out of my 

price range anyway and I felt there was a degree of inevitability about outsourcing and 
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unable to do anything about in the absence of UK manufactured clothes on the high 

street.”  

Later, I coped with the closure of Oyster Clothing in 2009 and the lack of ethically labelled 

clothing elsewhere by buying items from M&S and other mainstream retailers that I perceived 

to be moderately ethical.  As discussed, I did not consider this to be an adequate response by 

2012 however and adopted more radical behaviours, but fashion consumption became a 

stressful affair as a result.  This in turn led to a period of deradicalization (Valor et al., 2018) 

from 2013 onwards where I reappraised my behaviour in order to manage feelings of 

dissonance and to cope with competing priorities.  As I will discuss in the next chapter, my 

levels of consumption increased over this period, and I purchased many items of workwear 

and sportswear from retailers that I did not perceive to be ethical.  However, I also tried to limit 

my purchases to “higher quality items that would last” and to wash items “at lower 

temperatures and avoiding tumble-dryer use” to manage feelings of guilt about not purchasing 

more ethically.  Many of my ethical fashion consumption behaviours over the years were also 

motivated in part by a desire to compensate for unsustainable behaviours in other product 

categories (Gregory-Smith et al., 2013) and life domains, and to reduce feelings of guilt about 

my excessive foreign travel habits in particular.  
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6.4 Informational Aspects 

Informational aspects were my main focus at the start of the research project, and I 

introspected at length on my level of ethical awareness and knowledge at different life stages.  

As argued in the methodology chapter, my own experiences were theoretically useful here 

because of my heightened level of awareness and knowledge about ethical issues relating to 

fashion from my research, and this allowed for an evaluation of how my understanding 

developed over time and whether this influenced my intentions and behaviour.   

6.4.1 Evolving awareness & knowledge 

When analysing the introspection, I asked myself to what extent I was aware of ethical issues 

relating to fashion consumption and how much I knew about ethical aspects of fashion 

consumption at each life stage. The statements that I used were loosely based on the 

measurements used elsewhere in the literature and my exploratory ratings are included in  

, although as with the previous constructs these ratings are included for illustrative purposes 

only and should be used in conjunction with the accompanying narrative.   

 

Table 8: My ethical awareness and ethical knowledge (EK) at different life stages 

Life Stage  I was aware of ethical issues 

relating to fashion 

consumption at this life stage  

I knew a lot about ethical 

aspects of fashion 

consumption at this life stage  

Undergraduate  Somewhat Agree   Disagree   

Early career Somewhat Agree   Somewhat Disagree  

MBA student Agree   Somewhat Agree   

MSc student Strongly Agree   Agree    

Researcher & tutor Strongly Agree   Strongly Agree    

Ethical consumer  Strongly Agree     Strongly Agree    

Lecturer Agree    Strongly Agree   

Lecturer & PhD Student Strongly Agree    Strongly Agree   

 

I had little awareness of ethical concerns relating to fashion during childhood and adolescence 

despite my interest in international development, and whilst I “somewhat agree” that I had an 

awareness of campaigns against sweatshop labour as an undergraduate, this may be a false 

memory developed later.  I started to become aware of the debate about the negative effects 

of globalisation and outsourcing during my early career and was introduced to the concepts of 

CSR and Ethical Consumerism whilst completing the MBA in 2006-7.  I described how the 

launch of Plan A by Marks and Spencer during this period “resonated more with me because 

of my heightened interest in business responsibility at the time” and this points to how a degree 

of awareness is needed for individuals to internalise ethical information – and to the key role 

education can play in this process.  Whilst my awareness of the issues was high during this 
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period, I only had limited knowledge of garment supply chains and the ethical credentials of 

different retailers.  This changed during the next life stage as I undertook research into CSR 

reporting on the web, although my focus was primarily on pro-ethical consumption and 

retailing.  A broadening of my knowledge is evident in my work from 2009 when working as a 

researcher and tutor, for example in a presentation to Year 8 pupils where I discussed ethical 

issues relating to cotton cultivation in Uzbekistan, yarn and fibre manufacture in China, 

garment assembly in Bangladesh, overconsumption in the UK, energy use related to laundry 

practices, and the impact of clothing waste (see Figure 18 in the appendices).  There were 

still gaps in my knowledge however, for example in relation to collaborative fashion, and this 

helps explain my lack of ethical intention toward these behaviours.     

 

Awareness and knowledge have often been conceptualised as precursors to the formation of 

attitudes in the literature, and my narrative points to a degree of correlation between the 

constructs.  Some awareness was a prerequisite to the formation of a positive ethical attitude 

toward different ethical attributes, issues and practices, and the acquisition of knowledge 

helped to strengthen my feelings and tendencies towards these behaviours.  However, whilst 

my attitude, awareness and knowledge were all very high during my yearlong attempt to be 

an ethical consumer in 2012, they diverged over the years that followed.  I have discussed 

how this period saw a deradicalization in terms my attitudes, and my awareness of the issues 

was also lower as I was not actively undertaking research in the field.  However, my residual 

level of ethical knowledge about fashion remained high.  This suggests that attitudes and 

knowledge are distinct constructs and that EK should be treated as a direct antecedent to 

intent within the TPB framework. 

6.4.2 Sources of information 

I discussed in Chapter 2 how consumer behaviourists have long been influenced by rational 

decision-making models that suggest consumers go through sequential problem recognition, 

information search and evaluation of alternatives stages, but how this often does not reflect 

how people interpret information in different contexts (Solomon et al., 2016, Kotler et al., 

2017).  Hiller and Woodall (2019) illustrated this by comparing descriptions of the experience 

of purchasing a coat and how their sample of ethically minded consumer-researchers drew on 

different sources of information.  I have discussed my own experience of buying a Berghaus 

coat in 2015 in my teaching over the years (see Figure 28 in the appendices) and used this 

as an example of highly rational decision-making on my behalf.  I would describe how I first 

identified the need for a coat, then searched extensively for information drawing on public, 

commercial and personal sources (Kotler and Armstrong, 2005) and then evaluated a wide 



 

151 

range of alternatives before purchasing.  I also discussed how I did not go through these 

stages when buying a replacement coat a year later and simply bought the same item again 

drawing on experiential information (Ibid.), and how I often purchased low involvement items 

such as socks with little or no information search or processing.  Classroom discussions in 

turn highlighted a high degree of divergence in the search behaviours and sources of 

information used by students, and this points to the need to take care not to assume all 

consumers process information in a rational and sequential way.   

 

It was information from public sources, namely mass media, that first made me aware of 

ethical issues relating to fashion and that was the initial stimuli for the formation of EBI.  The 

BBC was my go-to source of news from my days working for the corporation, and Table 28 in 

the appendices summarises the stories relating to fashion supply chains that appeared on 

BBC News online from 2005-2010.  Many of these related to labour violations, fires and deaths 

in garment factories in Bangladesh, and this helps explain why this issue resonated with me 

more than others.  Media coverage surrounding the launch of Plan A was another key 

stimulus, and I subsequently used other public sources to advance my knowledge and drew 

on information from pressure groups such as Labour Behind the Label and consumer 

organisations such as the Ethical Consumer Research Association (ECRA). I then joined 

Facebook and Twitter in the autumn of 2007, and social media played a key role over the 

years that followed in terms of raising my awareness of different ethical issues, maintaining 

my interest and expanding my knowledge.  

 

I have introspected on how the lack of ethical information from commercial sources was a 

source of frustration following the completion of my MBA in 2007, and a number of studies 

have identified a similar desire for more information and better labelling amongst both ethically 

minded and general consumers (e.g. Dickson, 2001, Joergens, 2006, Shaw et al., 2006).  My 

personal experience was unusual over the years that followed, however, as I analysed CSR 

material shared by retailers over the web and elsewhere.  This information in turn influenced 

both my intentions and behaviours and led me to purchase more from brands such as M&S, 

who shared comprehensive information, and to boycott other companies such as Arcadia who 

did not disclose the same level of detail.  The scepticism about the reliability and credibility of 

commercial sources and labels identified in the literature (e.g. Hassan et al., 2013, Bly et al., 

2015, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) was not evident in my own narrative however, possibly 

due to the fact that I considered myself knowledgeable enough to be able to critique the 

veracity of this type of information.   
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The influence of personal and experiential sources of information was evident throughout my 

introspection, for example when purchasing the aforementioned coat where I consulted my 

parents before buying despite being in my mid-thirties at the time – and simply repeated the 

purchase without any further information search a year later based on previous experience.  

These themes are explored in more detail later in the chapter where I discuss socio-cultural 

and experiential influences on my behaviour.     

6.4.3 The knowledge conundrum  

I was highly informed about ethical aspects of fashion consumption by the time I completed 

the MSc in 2009 and describe how “… I now felt totally overwhelmed as a consumer and 

suffering from information overload,” echoing similar findings in the literature (e.g. Shaw and 

Clarke, 1999, De Pelsmacker and Janssens, 2007).  I remember, for example, downloading a 

7-page buyers’ guide for ethical clothes produced by the ECRA (2009, p.7) at this time which 

ranked 29 leading retailers on how well they performed in relation to 20 different concerns 

relating to the environment (see Figure 22 in the appendices).  In many ways, this was the 

type of information I had been looking for since starting my ethical consumption journey; 

however, I found myself struggling to balance all the different ethical considerations and to 

reconcile the data with contradictory information acquired from other sources over the years.  

These tensions subsequently intensified, particularly during my yearlong attempt to be an 

ethical fashion consumer in 2012 and, as discussed, this led to fashion consumption becoming 

an unpleasant experience. 

 

A number of researchers have found an excess of ethical information could become a burden 

and lead to ‘paralysis’ (Tadajewski and Wagner-Tsukamoto, 2006, Longo et al., 2019), and 

this happened to me towards the end of 2012.  This was also one of the factors that led my 

deradicalization and disengagement from the issues over the years that followed (Hassan et 

al., 2013, Valor et al., 2018).  A change in my circumstances meant that I needed to acquire 

new clothes for my new role as a lecturer, but I do not recall searching for information about 

the ethical credentials of different retailers over this period.  Instead, I opted to remain wilfully 

ignorant (Ehrich and Irwin, 2005) in many cases, for example when buying Ralph Lauren shirts 

for work despite having no knowledge about their ethical credentials.  The aforementioned 

Berghaus coat is a further example, for whilst I engaged in extensive research prior to 

purchase, this did not include searching for any information about its social and environmental 

attributes.  Finally, the way I continued to fly long-haul during periods where I was fully aware 

and informed of the negative impact of flying in terms of carbon emissions is an example of a 

knowledge-to-action gap in other life domains (Cherrier et al., 2012, Markkula and Moisander, 

2012).  
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6.5 Socio-cultural Aspects 

When I wrote my introspection back in 2018, the focus of my research was on cognitive and 

informational influences on my behaviour.  Similarly, much of the extant literature has focused 

on psychological variables as values and attitudes, and on inner perceptions about the opinion 

of others and degrees of behavioural control. Subsequent analysis of the text revealed socio-

cultural factors exerted greater influence on my intentions over time, however, and that my 

behaviours and practices were shaped by actual social norms, cultural habits, the historic 

context, and the various social roles I performed at different life stages. 

6.5.1 Socio-cultural norms 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Fishbein and Ajzen sought to capture social influences on intent 

and behaviour by the incorporation of the subjective norm (SN) variable into the TRA and TPB 

models (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, 1980, Ajzen, 1991), and most quantitative studies in the 

field have followed their lead.  Participants were usually asked to what extent “important 

others” thought they should consume ethically (i.e., injunctive norm) and how motivated they 

were to comply with their views.  A handful of studies also looked at the role of descriptive 

norms and asked respondents if they thought others behaved in this way (e.g. Kim et al., 2012, 

Hassan et al., 2016), but only Joung and Park‐Poaps (2013) tested the relative influence of 

different groups.  Qualitative studies in turn found intentions and behaviours were often 

shaped by parents and upbringing (Hiller and Woodall, 2019), partners (Shaw and Tomolillo, 

2004), work colleagues (Connell, 2010), interpersonal groups (e.g. Valor, 2007), social media 

(Bly et al., 2015) and broader societal norms relating to gender, bodies and weight (Mellander 

and McIntyre, 2021).  I therefore explored the extent to which my behaviours and practices 

were influenced by my family, friends, peers and other influencers at different life stages using 

the exploratory measures in Table 9.  My exploratory ratings for each of the constructs are 

then included in Table 10 and are based on my interpretation of my consumption narrative, 

but here again they are included for illustrative purposes only and should be used in 

conjunction with the accompanying interpretive analysis.    
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Table 9: Exploratory measures of socio-cultural norms  

Construct Abbreviation Measure 

Descriptive norm DN … were ethical fashion consumers at this life stage 

Perceived influence PI I was influenced by the way … consumed fashion at this 

life stage 

Injunctive norm IN … thought I should be an ethical fashion consumer at this 

life stage 

Motivation to comply MtC I wanted to do what … thought I should do at this life stage 

Socio-cultural norms ScN Important others were / thought I should be an ethical 

fashion consumer at this life stage  

 

I introspected at length about my childhood and about how my mother made and mended 

some items during this period, but on how most of our clothes were purchased from the high 

street with little consideration to ethical aspects other than durability.  My parents made most 

clothing purchases on my behalf during my youth and continued to exert influence when I was 

an undergraduate as I relied on them for money; their influence decreased once I started to 

work, although as the earlier discussion relating to the Berghaus coat illustrated, I still 

consulted them in relation to high involvement purchases and gifts and my motivation to 

comply with their views was generally high. 

 

The influence of friends and peers was strong during my youth, and I described feelings of 

embarrassment about my hand knitted school jumpers and a pressure to wear the ‘right’ 

brands at drama school.  A close friend at university championed second-hand clothing and I 

also wore some political t-shirts under the influence of student union colleagues; however, the 

normative influence of other, more fashionable friends and peers was also a key factor at this 

life stage.  There were strong normative influences from colleagues during my time at the BBC 

and this led me to consume much more at this stage as I needed to look ‘smart’ on television.  

The strongest normative influences on my behaviour were during my time at BRASS, however, 

as a number of my friends and colleagues wore ethical clothes – and I felt a pressure to 

consume in a way that was seen to be consistent with my research.   

 

Media and public campaigns about issues such as food miles had some influence on my 

behaviour during my early career, but there was little public discourse about ethical fashion at 

the time and a general societal trend to consume more.  Media and pressure groups made 

me aware of some issues around sweatshop labour, and the launch of Plan A by M&S led me 

to modify some of my purchase, laundry and disposal behaviours.  These influences grew 

during my time at BRASS, but I also introspected on how public figures such as Welsh rugby 
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players led me to purchase sport brands such as Under Armour despite my lack of ethical 

knowledge.  This period also saw the rise of social media, although I never followed any 

fashion influencers and my motivation to comply with them was much lower than with family, 

friends and peers.  However, growing public concern about climate change has had a 

normative influence on my behaviours in recent years and contributed toward the 

strengthening of my environmental attitudes.   

 

Finally, I have attempted to give a cumulative ranking for socio-cultural norms and to identify 

the most important influencers on my intentions toward ethical fashion at different life stages 

in the last columns in Table 10.  The rankings are subjective and based on a retrospective 

assessment of the degree of influence of important others and my motivation to comply with 

their views.  However, whilst these give some indication of the influence of socio-cultural 

norms on my behavioural intentions at different life stages, the rankings are reductive and do 

not reflect the relative normative influence of different groups.  This illustrates the need for 

quantitative researchers to use a broader range of measures – including both descriptive and 

injunctive norms – and to take care when aggregating the results into a single measure.  And 

the context dependent nature socio-cultural norms mean that a mixed or multi-method 

approach is needed when evaluating the influence of socio-cultural norms.   
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Table 10: Descriptive, Injunctive and Socio-cultural Norms 

Life Stage  
Family Friends Peers Other Influences Socio-

cultural 
norms 

Key Influences 

DN PI IN MtC DN PI IN MtC DN PI IN MtC DN PI IN MtC 

Undergrad. 
student 

-1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 -2 2 -2 2 -1 1 -1 1 0 
Friend (second 
hand), parents 
(funders) 

Early career -1 1 1 2 -2 2 -2 2 -2 2 -2 2 -1 1 0 1 0 
BBC colleagues, 
choir, media, 
retailers 

MBA student 1 1 1 2 -2 2 -2 2 -2 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 
MBA group, 
media, M&S Plan 
A 

MSc student 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 3 3 2 1 2 1 2 
BRASS, 
campaigning orgs, 
sister (eBay) 

Researcher 
& tutor 

1 1 1 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 3 3 2 1 2 1 2 
BRASS, choir, 
lecturers, rugby 
players 

Ethical 
consumer  

1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 3 3 2 1 2 1 2 
BRASS, mother 
(knitting), social 
media 

Lecturer 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 
Other lecturers, 
students, (social) 
media 

Lecturer & 
PhD student 

1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 1 2 
Other lecturers, 
students, (social) 
media 

Key: DN = Descriptive Norms; PI = Perceived Influence; IN = Injunctive Norms; MtC = Motivation to Comply; -3 = “strongly disagree”; -2 = “disagree”; -1 = 

“somewhat disagree”; 0 = “neither agree nor disagree”; 1 = “somewhat agree”; 2 = “agree”; 3 = “strongly agree” 
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6.5.2 Culture, rituals and habits   

The influence of Welsh culture was a recurring theme throughout my narrative and guided 

various aspects my life, and it also led me to some pro-local clothing acquisitions including the 

tank top in Figure 7.   Many of the social groups and sub-cultures that I belonged to over the 

years were also connected to the Welsh language, for example Welsh medium choirs in North 

Wales and Cardiff, the Dafydd ap Gwilym society at Oxford and the Coleg Cymraeg during 

later life stages.  Many of the friends and peers who influenced my fashion and other 

consumption behaviours were members of these groups, and I also acquired a number of 

clothing items and accessories to perform associated rituals, including suits and shirts for choir 

performances, bow ties and cufflinks for societal dinners, and Coleg Cymraeg branded casual 

wear.  There was also a Welsh dimension to items purchased for other rituals such as 

weddings and graduation ceremonies, and these are discussed in more detail in the next 

chapter.  

 

Studies that have looked at the role of habits often found consumption practices were rooted 

in childhood (e.g. Fisher et al., 2008, Joung and Park‐Poaps, 2013, Hiller and Woodall, 2019) 

and there was evidence to support this in my narrative.  Routines such as buying clothes from 

the high street and factory outlet villages were formed at an early age and remained consistent 

over the years.  The brands and retailers that I favoured were also enduring, although 

sustainability efforts by M&S and brands such as Timberland and Nike sometimes led me to 

change my purchase consideration sets.  Many of my garment care and disposal habits were 

learnt during childhood; some of these were positive, for example line drying most of my 

clothes and disposing items to charity shops at the end of their useful life, whilst others have 

been less sustainable, for example my propensity to overconsume and to wash items at high 

temperatures.  Whilst some of these habits were difficult to break, echoing the findings of 

Carrington et al. (2014) and Hiller and Woodall (2019), I describe how they gradually changed 

as my conceptualisation of ethical fashion broadened – and how some of these more 

sustainable practices were maintained from 2013 to 2016 despite my deradicalization during 

this period.   This points to the need for a greater focus on the role of habits when looking at 

the purchase, use and disposal stages of consumption. 

6.5.3 Personal and social history 

A number of researchers adopting a cultural approach found ethical intentions and behaviours 

were influenced by personal history and factors such as life themes (Mick and Buhl, 1992), 

life projects (McCracken, 1987), life changes (Hiller and Woodall, 2019) and life-changing 
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events (Cherrier, 2005a).  Four enduring life themes were identifiable in my narrative and 

these spanned different life stages (see Table 11).  Education was a central theme throughout 

the period, encouraged by my parents and other family members, and this was strongly 

associated with the theme of career advancement.  The theme of Welshness has been 

enduring throughout my life, and weight issues have also been a recurring theme since 

adolescence.  Ethical consumerism emerged as a fifth life theme in 2007 and had become 

dominant by 2012, but it played a much less central role over the years that followed as my 

focus shifted elsewhere.  This echoes the finding of Carrington et al. (2015) who found their 

participants juggled ethical consumerism with other themes and competing life projects.   

 

Table 11: Life themes, projects and events 

Life Stage  Period Life themes (in order of 

priority)   

Life projects & Life events 

Childhood 1978 - 

1988 

Education, Welshness  

Secondary 

School 

1989 - 

1996 

Education, Welshness, weight 

issues, career advancement 

Oxford University, Gap year 

Undergraduate  1997 - 

2000 

Education, Welshness, career 

advancement, weight issues 

Equality champion, backpacking, 

first job 

Early career 2000 - 

2006 

Career advancement, 

Welshness, weight issues  

Home ownership, fitness, travel 

(Kilimanjaro) 

MBA student 2006 – 

2007 

Education, career advancement, 

ethical consumerism 

MBA, company  

MSc student 2008 – 

2009 

Education, ethical consumerism PhD, fitness / travel (Machu 

Piccu), company 

Researcher & 

tutor 

2010 – 

2011  

Ethical consumerism, weight 

issues, education, career 

advancement  

PhD, fitness, company, mental 

health 

Ethical consumer  2012 Ethical consumerism, education, 

career advancement, Welshness 

PhD, ethical fashion consumer, 

mental wellbeing 

Lecturer 2013 – 

2016 

Welshness, career advancement, 

education, weight issues, ethical 

consumerism 

Coleg Cymraeg, PgCTHE 

Lecturer & PhD  2017 – 

2018  

Education, Welshness, ethical 

consumerism, weight issues, 

career advancement 

PhD, textbook, weight loss 

 

The first identifiable life project in my story was my effort to gain a place and Oxford University, 

and key projects over the years that followed included getting my first job and buying my first 

home.  The enduring life themes of education and career advancement led me to embark on 

an MBA and PhD during my mid and late twenties, and to co-establish a business in 2006; 

other life projects competed for my time over this period however, including preparing to climb 

Mount Kilimanjaro in 2005 and an obsession with fitness and weight training in 2010.  This led 

to contradictory fashion consumption behaviours as I will discuss in the next chapter.  One of 
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the most difficult events in my life occurred in 2011 when my mental health deteriorated, and 

this is one of the factors that led me to embark on a meta life project (Carrington et al., 2015) 

to find consistency between my ethical beliefs and clothing consumption behaviours in 2012; 

however, competing life projects such a establishing a centre for Welsh medium business 

education in 2013 contributed toward my deradicalization over the years that followed. 

 

There has been less focus in the literature on how external historic events could trigger 

changes in consumption habits; however, as I have discussed elsewhere, it was the launch of 

Plan A by M&S in 2007 that initially prompted me to take a closer look at fashion supply chains, 

and this in turn led to changes in my attitudes, knowledge, intentions and behaviour.  This 

points to the interrelated nature of personal and social history and the key role they can play.  

I explored this further in my introspection by analysing the content of BBC News online, my 

main source of news over the years, and summarised the stories relating to garment supply 

chains published between 2005-2013 (see Table 28 and Table 29 in the appendices).   

Primark and other fast fashion retailers faced particular scrutiny during this period, and I 

boycotted these brands for a number of years.  However, I also described how listening to the 

news about austerity measures in the early 2010s “would fill me with gloom and anxiety” and 

how “…it almost indulgent to be undertaking research into ethical consumerism when 

consumers were struggling to afford basic clothing items let alone pay a premium for socially 

responsible fashion.”  The Rana Plaza factory fire disaster in April 2013 in turn “…shook some 

of my core beliefs about business responsibility and self-regulation” and whilst it increased my 

level of concern about the issue, it also led me to question the effectiveness of interventions 

such pro-ethical purchasing, social labelling and industry-led CSR efforts.   

6.5.4 My social self 

Analysis of my narrative revealed an early awareness of symbolic aspects of clothing and how 

I used them as ‘props’ to perform different roles (Goffman, 1959, Solomon, 1983).  I remember 

taking great care to wear the ‘right’ clothes when I attended drama school as a teenager and 

was already brand conscious having “…a couple of shirts embroidered with the YSL logo, a 

pair of Levi jeans with the crucial red tab on the back pocket.”  I described the “…sense of 

pride I felt wearing a black jumper for the first time instead of green when I entered the sixth 

form” and how my involvement in student union politics at Oxford led me to “…wear campaign 

t-shirts championing whichever welfare or equality cause I was involved with at the time.”  

There was also a strong performative aspect to my role as a broadcast journalist as I needed 

to present the right image to viewers and politicians, and I describe how:   
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“As I was joining the BBC, Greg Dyke, the then Director General, ordered a 

comprehensive review of political output with a view to making it more modern and 

accessible, and one of the recommendations was that presenters and reporters should 

stop wearing ties because they were perceived as signs of power and detachment by 

some viewers.  Many ridiculed the suggestion at the time, but I took it to heart and 

have rarely worn a tie ever since in my professional and teaching career for this 

reason.”    

 

Some of the identified social roles that I performed over the years were enduring, whilst others 

were only performed for short periods and at specific life stages as illustrated in Figure 9.  

Some had a strong extrinsic element and involved communicating aspects of the social self to 

others, whilst others were more intrinsic and were motivated by conceptions of the inner self; 

and some were other-orientated and had a strong ethical dimension, whilst others were self-

orientated and were motivated by egoistic values (Holbrook, 1999, Ritch, 2014).    

  

Figure 9: Social roles performed at different life stages 

 

 

I started to perform the Ethical Extrovert role in 2007 whilst completing a business plan and 

dissertation on ethical fashion as part of the MBA and have included examples of pro-social 

and pro-environmental t-shirts purchased over this period in Figure 10.  The No Sweat t-shirt 

has an image of a worker on it and visible text declaring that it was “100% Union Made” whilst 

the Shout About Your Label t-shirt champions the Fair Trade labelling scheme. I wore the 

green t-shirt with the Howies logo to signal my support for both pro-environmental and local 

purchasing, whilst the Ascension t-shirt has illustrations depicting different parts of a fashion 

supply chain on it that make up the word “RESPECT”. Some of these signals required 

decoding by others (Spence, 1976) and only people who were familiar with the brands or 

cause would be able to interpret them, but as discussed, the main ‘audience’ I was performing 

to at the time were other researchers at the BRASS Centre who had the awareness and 

knowledge to be able to do so.  The Kuyichi t-shirt is the one I treasured the most.  Here the 

signalling is much more subtle, and the ethical messages are on the inside rather than the 

exterior of the garment.  It is therefore the Quietly Informed role that I was performing when 

wearing this and other similar items.  I have not performed the Ethical Extrovert role since 
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2012, in part because my focus shifted to other life themes and projects, but also because 

contradictions in my behaviour led me to question my own ethical identity during this period.  

In contrast, the Quietly Informed role has proved to be more enduring and has been evident 

in my purchasing since 2007 (see Chapter 7 for a more detailed analysis).  

 

The Learned Lecturer role has always had a strong performative element as I stand before 

students to teach.  One of the first items I acquired to ‘perform’ it was a brown tweed jacket 

from TKMax which was purchased in 2010 “… in part because I felt the style with the elbow 

patches projected the right image of a lecturer to students.”  This role had an ethical dimension 

as much of my teaching over the years was in the field of business ethics and sustainability 

marketing, and I therefore wanted to be seen to be “walking the talk”.  However, many 

purchases associated with this role were also motivated by some power and achievement 

type values (Schwartz, 1992), especially at the start of my teaching career when I was seeking 

to establish my credibility as a lecturer.  As discussed, Welsh culture has been enduring theme 

throughout my life, and consequently I performed the Welsh Patriot role over a much more 

extended period, and the role often had a ritual element, for example when performing on 

stage with my choir and attending dinners, ceremonies and sporting events.  Some of the 

items acquired to perform this role were pro-local purchases, but in other cases the Welsh 

dimension trumped ethical concerns as I will discuss in the next chapter.  The Oxford Student 

role was mainly performed between 1997 and 2000 and its influence could be seen on 

acquisitions such as a college scarf and cufflinks; I was ethically unaware when these items 

were acquired, however, so they did not have an ethical dimension at the time.  Travel has 

been another enduring theme in my life since embarking on backpacking adventures during 

my late teens and early twenties, and I still tried to portray an image of an Intrepid Traveller in 

later years despite the fact that my excursions were less adventurous.  The Gym Goer role 

had a strong extrinsic element, and a desire to be seen to be wearing the ‘right’ sportswear 

brands has taken precedence over ethical concerns when I have performed it, especially when 

fitness was one of my main life projects.  Finally, the Look at my Label role had a strong 

extrinsic element and was mainly performed when I was younger and a more conspicuous 

consumer, whereas it was replaced in later years by the Classically Casual role; these were 

usually worn at social gatherings to an audience of family and friends but were often 

purchased with little or no consideration of any ethical factors.     
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Figure 10: Examples of pro social and/or environmental T-shirts from 2007 - 2011   

     

No Sweat     Shout About Your Label   

     

Howies      Ascension “Respect”   

   

Cause-Affect     Kuyychi    
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6.6 Situational and Structural Aspects 

One of the other main explanations put forward in the literature for discrepancies between 

ethical intent and actual behaviour was that various situational and structural barriers limited 

the ability of ethically minded consumers to behave in the way they intended.  Some 

quantitative studies sought to test this by measuring consumer perceptions of the availability 

and affordability of ethical fashion and/or the convenience of consuming responsibly (e.g. 

Kang et al., 2013, Magnuson et al., 2017), but most relied on Ajzen’s (1991) Perceived 

Behavioural Control (PBC) construct.  Others sought to test the influence of consumer 

perceptions of the effectiveness of a course of action and of their ability to make a meaningful 

difference through their personal efforts (e.g. Vermeir and Verbeke, 2008, Kang et al., 2013).  

A reliance on survey methods limited the scope to explore the meaningfulness of these 

constructs however, and I therefore used the exploratory measures outlined in Table 12 as an 

analytical frame when interpreting my consumption narrative.  The statements are loosely 

based on measures used elsewhere in the literature, and I used them to explore how my EBI 

was shaped by perceptions about availability, affordability, convenience, experience, control 

and effectiveness at different life stages.   

 

Table 12: Exploratory measures of PBC and PCE 

Construct Exploratory Measure 

Availability Ethical fashion was readily available   

Affordability Ethical fashion was affordable   

Convenience Ethical fashion consumption was convenient   

Experience Ethical fashion consumption was a pleasant experience 

Perceived Behavioural 

Control (PBC) 

I believed it would be easy for me to be an ethical fashion consumer   

Perceived Effectiveness (PE)  I believed my personal behaviour could make a meaningful 

difference   

 

One of the first problems I encountered was that my beliefs about the ease or difficulty of 

performing different behaviours were often markedly different during the same life stage; for 

example, I found it increasingly difficult to make pro-ethical purchases during later life stages 

but easier to adopt the principles of slow fashion.  I therefore limited the exploratory ratings in   

Table 13 to my perceptions about purchasing new ethical clothing, and they are included for 

illustrative purposes only to supplement the accompanying interpretive analysis.   
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Table 13: Perceptions of ethical fashion consumption different life stages 

Life Stage Availability Affordability Convenience Experience PBC PE 

Undergrad. Somewhat 

Agree   

Somewhat 

Disagree   

Somewhat 

Agree   

Somewhat 

Agree   

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree   

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree   

Early career Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree   

Somewhat 

Disagree   

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree   

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree  

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree  

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree  

MBA 

student 

Strongly 

Agree   

Agree   Strongly 

Agree   

Strongly 

Agree   

Strongly 

Agree   

Strongly 

Agree   

MSc 

student 

Agree   Agree   Agree   Somewhat 

Agree   

Agree     Agree   

Researcher 

& tutor 

Somewhat 

Agree   

Agree   Somewhat 

Agree   

Somewhat 

Agree   

Agree   Agree   

Ethical 

consumer  

Somewhat 

Agree   

Agree   Somewhat 

Agree   

Disagree  Somewhat 

Agree     

Somewhat 

Agree     

Lecturer Somewhat 

Agree   

Agree   Somewhat 

Agree   

Somewhat 

Disagree   

Somewhat 

Agree    

Somewhat 

Agree     

Lecturer & 

PhD 

student 

Somewhat 

Agree   

Agree   Somewhat 

Agree   

Somewhat 

Agree   

Somewhat 

Agree     

Somewhat 

Agree     

6.6.1 Availability and affordability 

British made clothing were readily available during my time as an undergraduate from 

Shepherd & Woodward and numerous other traditional menswear and academic specialist 

stores dotted around central Oxford, but as a student I perceived them to be too expensive to 

purchase for day-to-day use.  I overcame this by regularly hiring clothes for special events 

such as college balls and formal dinners, although this was motivated by financial rather than 

ethical concerns.  I also made a few purchases from second-hand stores during this period, 

again primarily for monetary reasons, and my mother was at hand to mend and adapt clothes.  

Pro-social and environmental clothing were not readily available at the time however, and this 

helps explain my low awareness and intention toward these behaviours during this life stage. 

 

Traditional menswear specialists were less readily available during my early career following 

my move to Cardiff, and affordability was a key concern following the purchase of my first 

house.  Consequently, most of my clothing purchases over this period came from lower-end 

high-street stores and factory outlet villages that sold branded clothes at discount prices. I 

don’t recollect seeing any ethical clothing in these retail settings at the time, although my low 

awareness and knowledge meant that I would not have actively searched for them.  My 

attendance at formal or ceremonial events reduced over this period and I did not perceive 

rental to be a cost-effective option given the ready availability of relatively inexpensive clothes 

elsewhere.  This contributed toward my overconsumption of clothing during this period, for 
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example I still have a number of suits from this time that I have hardly ever worn.  I also drew 

less on the sewing and mending skills of my mother as I became more independent; laundered 

clothes at high temperatures in the absence of an eco-setting on my washing machine; and 

used mainstream detergents because environmentally friendly products were less readily 

available and more expensive.   

 

Ethical fashion started to become more available on the high street around the time I was 

completing the MBA, and the launch of Plan A by M&S meant that I now had easy access to 

clothes that I perceived to be both affordable and ethical.  This was further aided by my 

discovery of Oyster Clothing, a small independent ethical specialist in Cardiff that sold 

fashionable casualwear that were in keeping with my student lifestyle at the time.  I described 

how:  

“… the clothes were more expensive than their high street equivalents, but I was happy 

to pay this premium because they were of a high quality and fashionable, the store 

was convenient to my home, I could try the clothes on for fit, and the owners were 

friendly and keen to make a difference.   I wanted to support their business and the 

companies that supplied them and was proud to wear these brands as they were 

consistent with my core values and beliefs at the time.”   

I purchased many of the aforementioned clothing items at this store, including the Kuyichi 

items and No Sweat T-shirt, and this demonstrates a willingness to pay more where ethical 

products were readily available despite the fact that I had limited disposable income after 

returning to full-time education.  Oyster Clothing closed in 2009 and accessing pro-ethical 

clothing became more difficult afterwards.  There were a couple of other independent retailers 

in Cardiff that sold limited ethical ranges, but the clothing tended to be craft orientated and did 

not appeal to me.  I travelled to London at one point to visit a specialist ethical store, and this 

is where I purchased the Ascension “Respect” t-shirt (see Figure 10), but I perceived most of 

the clothing to be too high-end and expensive.  I was familiar with a number of online specialist 

retailers, especially after downloading the Ethical Consumer shopping guide in 2009 which 

included an Alternative Clothing Directory (ECRA, 2009, p.6), but here again I struggled to 

find clothes that appealed to me and that were available in my size.  Price was less of a 

concern, although I did not consider some high-end brands such as EDUN to be affordable.  

Most of my clothing purchases continued to come from the high-street and discount outlets, 

but a lack of ethical ranges and point-of-purchase ethical labelling were an ongoing source of 

frustration.  All of these factors compounded during my year-long attempt to be an ethical 

fashion consumer in 2012, and lack of availability in particular led me to almost stop 

purchasing clothes altogether;  this in turn led me to adopt alternative strategies such as 
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asking my mother to knit me a tank top (see Figure 7) and visiting charity shops, although I 

did not perceive these to be viable options to meet most of my clothing needs. 

 

My appointment as a lecturer in 2013 marked the beginning of a new life stage and created a 

need to acquire new clothing.  Ethical options were readily available in some product 

categories, for example Timberland footwear, Levi’s casualwear and Nike sportswear which 

were sold in mainstream outlets.  I struggled to find ethical workwear however, echoing much 

of the literature (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, Connell, 2010), and these were the main type of items 

I needed to buy at the time.  Affordability was less of a concern because of my improved 

economic circumstances, and I would have happily paid more for ethical clothes for work had 

they been widely available.  Some slow-fashion and harm-avoidance behaviours became 

easier over this period however, for example I could now afford to buy durable, high quality 

items, and could wash clothes at lower temperatures after acquiring a replacement washing 

machine – and due to improvements to the formulation of mainstream washing detergents.   

6.6.2 Convenience and experience 

As discussed in previous chapters, experiential factors such as the physical and social 

surroundings in retail outlets (Belk, 1975, Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982) have not been 

studied to the same extent in the extant literature, but their influence was evident throughout 

my consumption narrative. During childhood, for example, I described how:  

“… we would go on shopping trips to Chester, Liverpool and Manchester for the 

January sales and a few other times every year, and I remember these visits vividly: 

the excitement before each trip about visiting big stores and food outlets like 

McDonalds and Pizza Hutt which weren’t available closer to home at the time; but also 

the long drive each way, crowded over-heated stores, struggling to find any clothes 

that fit, and arguments with my mother and sister born out of tiredness and the stress 

of the whole experience.”      

This love-hate relationship with clothes shopping continued throughout my adult life.  At 

Oxford, Shepherd & Woodward was conveniently located next door to my college, but I found 

the store intimidating as I was unfamiliar with shopping in such formal settings.  In Cardiff, 

most fashion chains had stores within a short walking or car journey to my home, and yet I 

would still regularly make a 60-mile detour to a factory outlet village in Cheshire when visiting 

family North Wales.  This can be explained in part by cost concerns, but the convenience of 

having all my favourite brands available in the same place was also a key factor, and daytrips 

to Cheshire Oakes had become a family ritual since adolescence and were usually combined 

with experiential activities such as dining out.   
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Buying ethical fashion was convenient when Oyster Clothing was open, and I described in an 

earlier extract how I enjoyed visiting the store and derived pleasure from purchasing there.  

Other ethical stores in Cardiff did not appeal to me however, in part because of store-related 

attributes such as poor design and layout, and sensory elements such as the use of incense 

sticks.  I revealed similar reservations about charity shops in this following extract:  

“They never seemed to have the items I needed, and on the rare occasions that I found 

an item I liked, it often was not the right size.  I found the randomness and irregularity 

in what they stocked both disconcerting and inefficient in terms of time.  The somewhat 

chaotic layout of many charity stores and amateur way products were displayed 

annoyed me, and there was something about the smell of many stores I found off-

putting.” 

The inconvenience of the 5-hour return journey in turn was a significant barrier to visiting the 

specialist ethical store in London, and here again I described feeling “… a little out of place 

shopping in such a high-end fashion store.”  

   

Convenience and experiential concerns help explain my reluctance to buy clothing and 

footwear over the internet for most of the period despite my research interest in online retail.  

I describe how I wanted “… to feel them and try them on, having struggled over the years to 

find clothes that fit because of my irregular and ever-changing shape” and how I perceived 

online shopping to be inconvenient “… due to the need to wait for deliveries and the hassle of 

returning clothes that did not fit.”  I also considered many of the ethical specialist websites 

listed in the Alternative Clothing Directory (ECRA, 2009, p.6) to be “… underdeveloped or 

badly designed which further limited their appeal,” and this was a key barrier given most of the 

ethical specialists listed only retailed online.   Some non-purchase related behaviours became 

more convenient during later life stages however, for example improved clothing recycling 

facilities made it easier for me to dispose of clothes in sustainable way at the end of their 

useful life; however, work commitments meant I had less time to search for ethical items.  I 

also had to occasionally tumble dry clothing, and I did not have the necessary skills to mend 

and adapt garments to extend their life.   

6.6.3 Perceived control and effectiveness 

Analysis of my consumption story suggests that perceptions of behavioural control are 

complex and multifaceted, and that personal assessments of the ease or difficulty of behaving 

in a certain way can vary at different life stages.  Situational and structural factors played a 

key role, for example my perceptions of availability and convenience where shaped by where 

I lived and worked at the time; however, my control beliefs were also strongly influenced by 

cognitive and informational aspects.  As an MBA student, my conceptualisation of ethical 
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consumerism was narrow, and I believed it would be relatively easy to enact ethical 

behavioural intent by purchasing ethically augmented products and by boycotting certain 

retailers; my perceptions of control decreased however as I became aware of a broader range 

of ethical issues.  Socio-economic factors were also a contributory factor, although my 

perceptions of affordability remained relatively consistent from 2006 onwards despite changes 

in my financial situation.  Consequently, estimating my overall PBC was difficult as I may have 

placed different weightings on different factors at different life stages.  This points to the 

limitation of using a single statement about the ease or difficulty of engaging in the behaviours 

of interest to measure PBC (e.g. Shaw et al., 2007, Jin Ma et al., 2012, Becker-Leifhold, 2018) 

and the benefit of including separate measures relating to availability, affordability, 

convenience and experience (e.g. Chan and Wong, 2012, Kang et al., 2013, Chang and 

Watchravesringkan, 2018).  It also illustrates the need for the adoption of observational and 

longitudinal methods to gain a fuller and more meaningful understanding of both perceived 

and actual levels of behavioural control.   

 

One of the other key themes that emerged during the later stages of my analysis was how my 

perceptions about the effectiveness of different behaviours and practices changed over time.  

When completing my MBA, I believed that I could make a difference through my purchasing 

vote and that mainstream retailers would start to sell more ethical clothing in response to a 

rise in ethical consumerism.   My confidence began to wane over years that followed, and I 

was particularly shaken by continued reports of deaths in garment factories in Bangladesh 

and other emerging economies:  

 “I had spent years reviewing CSR policies and strategies and listening to retailers 

describe the proactive steps they were taking to improve working conditions and form 

long-term partnerships specifically in Bangladesh, but these factory disasters 

demonstrated that such “win-win” approaches were piecemeal and inadequate.  I 

began to question the power and influence of consumer and stakeholder pressure and 

was gradually coming to the view that slow progress across the garment industry 

meant the UK Government needed to regulate retailers to make them take 

responsibility for their supply chains.”   

This echoes the finding of Joergens (2006) amongst others that consumers do not think 

individual actions by them can lead to real improvements.  The difficulties I experienced during 

my year-long effort to be an ethical fashion consumer in 2012 further dented my perceptions 

of control and effectiveness, and this supports the finding in the literature that even highly 

motivated ethical fashion consumers can find themselves unable to detach themselves from 

the marketplace systems in which they are embedded (e.g. Bly et al., 2015, Mellander and 

McIntyre, 2021).  As the years went by, I also came to view other behaviours and practices 

such as reduced consumption and sustainable laundering to be more effective courses of 
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action than buying ethically augmented products from mainstream retailers; and whilst my 

perceptions about the ease of pro-ethical purchasing decreased over this period, my PBC 

toward other practices became more positive.   
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6.7 Conclusion 

This chapter explored how intentions and behaviours form and develop over time by analysing 

the narrative of my personal introspection, and also explored the meaningfulness of some of 

the measures that have been used in the economic and psychological literature.  My ethical 

intentions toward fashion started to form in 2006 and were initially directed toward pro-ethical 

purchases, but a broadening of my conceptualisation of ethical consumerism led me to adopt 

more slow, collaborative and harm avoidance behaviours over subsequent years.  My pro-

ethical attitudes were at their strongest during my yearlong attempt to be an ethical fashion 

consumer in 2012, but the challenge of behaving in a consistently ethical way led to a period 

of deradicalization over the years that followed.  Similarly, my growing awareness and 

knowledge initially led to stronger intentions, but information overload ultimately became a 

burden and led me to disengage from some of the issues.  Social-cultural influences such as 

family, friends, peers and culture had a strong influence on my intentions, and the narrative 

revealed my fashion consumption behaviours to be highly habitual.  Many of these habits were 

formed during childhood and were influenced by socio-historic factors and the various social 

roles I performed at different life stages.  Finally, situational, experiential and structural factors 

such as availability, affordability and convenience shaped my perceptions of control – and my 

perceptions about the effectiveness of different courses of action – led me to shift my focus 

from pro-ethical purchasing to other behaviours such as reduced consumption and 

sustainable laundry practices.   
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CHAPTER 7:  INTROSPECTIVE WARDROBE STUDY 

7.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter, I sought to gain a holistic understanding of what factors affected the 

development of my ethical behavioural intentions and my actual consumption behaviours over 

time.  Drawing on my personal narrative allowed me to explore these aspects in greater depth 

than studies that have relied on survey methods.  However, as Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) 

have argued, recollections of past behaviour have a tendency to be disproportionately 

composed of highly salient, extreme and more memorable behaviours.  I have therefore 

utilised methods from the field of Wardrobe Studies in this chapter to explore cognitive, 

informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural influences on my actual day-to-day 

consumption behaviour. 

 

The analysis is based on a photograph of my wardrobe taken on 1 September 2018 (see 

Figure 11) and the introspective narrative I wrote to go with it (see Appendix F).  The wardrobe 

itself holds significant personal meaning as I describe in this extract:   

“I love this wardrobe!  I bought it as a flat-pack from Ikea a few years after purchasing 

my house back in the early noughties when money was tight, and I still remember the 

challenges of assembling it by myself – and the pride I felt when it was completed! It’s 

part of the PAX range still sold by the Swedish giant, and I spent a great deal of time 

measuring and designing it before purchasing and have been back over the years to 

browse for and buy additional accessories for it… and have since bought and 

assembled a full wall of PAX wardrobes for both my sister and my parents as they 

were always envious of it when they came to visit!”   

It is always carefully organised and kept in a tidy state, and I did not make any alterations to 

it prior to taking the photograph other than to make brand logos more visible.  It reveals a high 

degree of curation on my behalf, with luggage stored at the top, sports and casual wear kept 

on the shelves on the left, trousers kept on a pull-out rack on the bottom right, and shoes 

displayed at the bottom.  As for the clothes rail itself, I always keep formal suits and shirts on 

the left and these are usually colour co-ordinated, and casual and summer shirts are then 

hanged towards the right.  Most of the pro-ethical t-shirts discussed in Chapter 6 are then kept 

in the whit storage box towards the top left of the photograph (item no. 58).     
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Figure 11: Itemised photograph of my wardrobe 
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I started the analysis by producing a full inventory of the contents of the wardrobe as 

recommended by Klepp and Bjerck (2014).  This initially comprised of a short description of 

each item and details about when and from where it was acquired.  Other information 

categories emerged during the analysis, and the full inventory is included in Appendix G.  

There are 57 items observable in the photograph, and these were acquired over eight different 

life stages from 1997 to 2018 (see Table 14 for a summary).  It was therefore a rich source of 

data on my actual lived experience as a consumer over a period of 21 years.  Not all of my 

clothing possessions at the time were on display:  some items that were not in regular use or 

that did not fit were kept elsewhere in storage boxes, drawers and in a spare room, and I had 

also disposed of many other items over the years as part of ‘sorting’ and ‘clear-out’ exercises 

(Fisher et al., 2008). The fact that 8 items acquired over a decade ago survived these ‘culls’ 

is an indication of the special meanings they held (McCracken, 1986, Mellander and McIntyre, 

2021), and these included a college scarf (item no. 57), rowing shirt (14) and bow tie (47) from 

my days at Oxford; a pair of trousers worn to climb Mt Kilimanjaro in 2005 (55); and the prized 

Kuyichi shirt (39) and No Sweat trainers (21) that I discussed in Chapter 6.  Some of the items 

were gifts, for example the tank top knitted by my mother (18), and I therefore use the term 

‘acquisitions’ instead of ‘purchases’ throughout the chapter.   

 

Table 14: Number of wardrobe items at each life stage 

Life Stage Period Number of wardrobe items 

Undergraduate 1997 - 2000 3 

Early career 2000-2006 2 

MBA student 2006 - 2007 3 

MSc student 2008 - 2009 2 

Researcher & tutor 2009 - 2011 13 

Ethical consumer 2012 4 

Lecturer 2013 – 2016 16 

Lecturer & PhD student 2017 - 2018 14 

Total 57 
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7.2 Actual (un)ethical behaviour   

I began my analysis by evaluating the extent to which my Ethical Behavioural Intention 

translated into Actual Ethical Behaviour (AEB).  To do this, I used the following statement “I 

perceived this item to be ethical at the time of acquisition” and rated each individual item on a 

7-point scale ranging from -3 (strongly disagree) to +3 (strongly agree).  My ratings are 

included in full in Appendix G and are based on a combination of retrospective recall and my 

interpretation of the consumption narrative. The ratings are exploratory and subjective, and I 

may have responded differently at the time of acquisition; nevertheless, they served as a 

useful guide for the analysis and discussion that follows and allowed for comparisons to be 

made between acquisitions that I perceived to have both positive and negative ethical 

attributes. 

 

I discussed many of the 8 items in the “strongly agree” category in the last chapter, including 

the Kuyichi shirt (39), No Sweat trainers (21), Timberland shoes (21) and hand knitted tank 

top (18), and I also placed Jack Wolfskin branded products in this category for reasons that 

will be discussed later in the chapter.  The 6 items in the “agree” category included Levi’s, 

Nike and Timberland products as I was impressed by the CSR efforts of these brands at the 

time, and I “somewhat agreed” in relation to 7 other items, including most of the products 

acquired from M&S.  The influence of my positive EBI could therefore be seen on 37% of the 

items in the wardrobe; however, the results suggest that I did not perceive over half of the 

items (54%) to be ethical at the time of acquisition and points to a substantial gap between my 

intentions and actual behaviour.   

 

The 3 items in the “strongly disagree” category included white work shirts purchased from T.M. 

Lewin (29, 30), and I introspected on how they:    

“… have caused me a number of ethical dilemmas over the years.  I’ve known from 

early on in my research that cotton is not naturally white and that it has to be chemically 

treated to achieve this colour; I’m also troubled by the fact that I occasionally have to 

wash them at a higher temperature and add a whitening agent to keep them brilliant 

white; but I love the look of crisp white shirts and so continue to purchase and wear 

them.”   

I also discussed how an Abercrombie & Fitch shirt (41) has caused me dissonance over the 

years:  

“It was purchased during a visit to California in 2010, but I’ve subsequently become 

aware of controversies about this brand, in particular their refusal to stock larger sizes, 

and statements made by the former CEO Mike Jeffries that he only wishes to see ‘thin 
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and beautiful people’ in his stores.  This has tarnished this shirt a little for me, but I do 

still wear it occasionally because I like the fit and feel of it.”    

It was still on display in the wardrobe in 2018, however, despite these concerns, and was hung 

one item away from the Kuyychi shirt (39), one of my most treasured ethical clothing 

possessions. 

 

Hiller and Woodall (2019) found their sample of ethically-minded consumer-researchers had 

small repertoires of preferred retailers and brands that they habitually purchased from, and 

Table 15 points to how this has also been true in my case – and how I made repeat purchases 

from 10 brands or retailers. Some of these were motivated by my EBI, for example M&S 

became one of my main sources of clothing following the publication of Plan A, and Timberland 

shoes for reasons that I described here:   

“These are a win-win purchase for me: they are waterproof, durable and comfortable, 

the style appeals to me, and they are also part of Timberland’s Earthkeeper range 

made from eco-conscious materials.  This is the third virtually identical pair of these 

boots I have bought over the last 5-6 years, and by now they are an easy repeat 

purchase because they fit well and are well made in every meaning of the word.”    

I repeatedly purchased items from Ralph Lauren, however, even though I did not perceive the 

brand to be ethical and made similar repeat purchases from Berghaus and Under Armour.  I 

therefore subsequently explored what cognitive, informational, socio-cultural and situational 

factors moderated the translation of my EBI into AEB in relation to such brands.  A summary 

of the key factors is in Table 15, and I discuss them in more detail throughout the chapter.   
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Table 15: Summary of acquisitions by brand  

Brand / Retailer Number 

of Items 

Date of 

acquisition 

3 prioritised 

attributes  

Information 

strategies 

Primary (and 

secondary) role 

Acquisition 

setting 

Product 

categories 

Ralph Lauren 8 2013 - 2018 Brand/logo, 

quality, durability 

Wilful ignorance Learned lecturer 

(& look at my 

label) 

Cheshire Oakes Formal shirts,  

casual shirts, 

trousers 

Marks & 

Spencer 

6 2013 - 2017 Ethics, price, 

quality  

Halo effect, 

knowledge-to-

action 

Quietly informed 

(& learned 

lecturer) 

High street, out-of-

town 

Jackets and suits,  

casual shirts, 

accessories, 

luggage  

Berghaus 3 2009 - 2013 Brand/logo, 

performance, 

durability 

Wilful ignorance Intrepid traveller Outdoor specialist Luggage 

Timberland 3 2011 - 2018 Ethics, quality, 

brand/logo 

Knowledge-to-

action  

Quietly informed Various Casualwear, 

footwear 

Under Armour 3 2010 - 2018 Brand/logo, fit, 

performance 

Wilful ignorance Gym goer (& look 

at my label) 

Various Gymwear  

 

Canterbury 2 2010 Brand/logo, fit, 

performance 

Wilful ignorance Gym goer (& look 

at my label) 

Sportswear 

specialist 

Gymwear  

 

Jack Wolfskin 2 2018 Ethics, 

performance, 

brand/logo 

Knowledge-to-

action 

Quietly informed Cheshire Oaks Footwear, luggage 

Lacoste 2 2005 - 2007 Brand/logo, fit, 

quality 

Wilful ignorance Look at my label Cheshire Oaks Casualwear 
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Brand / Retailer Number 

of Items 

Date of 

acquisition 

3 prioritised 

attributes  

Information 

strategies 

Primary (and 

secondary) role 

Acquisition 

setting 

Product 

categories 

Levi's 2 2012 - 2017 Ethics, brand/logo, 

quality 

Halo effect, 

knowledge-to-

action 

Quietly informed 

(& look at my 

label) 

Department store Casualwear, 

trousers 

T.M. Lewin 2 2017 - 2018 Fit, whiteness, 

quality   

Knowledge-to-

action gap, wilful 

ignorance 

Learned lecturer Cheshire Oaks Formal shirts 
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7.3 Actual ethical attitudes  

In the last chapter, I discussed how my underlying attitude toward some ethical issues, 

attributes and practices was more positive than toward others, for example my attitude toward 

sweatshop avoidance was more positive than toward organic cotton.  I also touched on how 

my intentions and behaviour were shaped by my positive and negative attitude toward certain 

brands and retailers.  To explore this further, I rated my Actual Ethical Attitude (AEA) toward 

the 57 items in the wardrobe by asking myself to what extent “I had a positive attitude toward 

ethical attributes of this item at the time of acquisition” and my exploratory ratings can be found 

in Appendix G.  As evidenced in my narrative, I perceived the No Sweat trainers (21), Kuyichi 

shirt (39) and the Fairwear Foundation labelled Jack Wolfskin (5, 24) products to be highly 

ethical in relation to working conditions, and I have therefore placed these in the “strongly 

agree” category.  I also had a very strong positive attitude toward the Melin Tregwynt tie (48) 

because I had visited the mill in west Wales where it was made, and toward the hand knitted 

tank top (18) made by my mother from Welsh organic rare breed wool which I considered to 

be ethical on many fronts.  My attitude toward the Timberland products (23, 36, 43) was also 

broadly positive because of the company’s efforts to improve its environmental performance, 

but this issue did not resonate as strongly with me at the time of acquisition.  My attitude 

toward the M&S tweed jacket (38) in turn was more positive than my attitude towards other 

products purchased from the same retailer (25, 40, 45, 52, 54) because the former was made 

from British manufactured tweed, thus demonstrating that my AEA toward different products 

from the same brand could vary.   

 

My negative AEA were at their strongest in relation to the T.M. Lewin shirts because of the 

issues discussed in the extract above, and a suitcase purchased from Matalan (1) because of 

the company’s limited CSR efforts and the fact it was made from cheap synthetic materials 

which I assumed to be unsustainable.  My strong negative attitude toward Abercrombie & Fitch 

and its sister brand, Hollister, developed after purchase, although I believe I also had some 

reservations about them at the time of purchase.  Overall, I appear to have had ethical 

misgivings about 42% of the items in the wardrobe at the time of acquisition, which suggests 

that my overall attitude toward individual products was influenced by other factors.   

 

A number of studies have pointed to tensions between ethical and non-ethical attributes (e.g. 

Niinimäki, 2010, Jägel et al., 2012, Magnuson et al., 2017) and I therefore tried to identify the 

3 main attributes that I prioritised when acquiring items from different brands and retailers (see 

Table 15).  My fondness of Ralph Lauren was clear as 14% of the items in the wardrobe were 

embroidered with the company’s distinctive logo, and brand logos were also a key draw when 



 

179 
 

purchasing Berghaus, Under Armour, Canterbury and Lacoste products.  Product fit was the 

main attribute that led me to purchase T.M. Lewin shirts and I described how “… I like the fit 

and fact I can get the right sleeve length as I have slightly long arms,” and this was a secondary 

factor for a number of sportswear products.  Product performance was my main concern when 

purchasing shoes and coats where I opted for high-performing waterproof items, and 

sportswear where I sought items that were quick-drying.  Quality and durability were also key 

factors in many cases, and it could be argued therefore that my positive attitude towards slow 

fashion had a degree of influence on these acquisitions; and whilst ethical attributes were the 

main draw for the Levi’s, Jack Wolfskin, and Timberland products, the appeal of the company 

logos reinforced my positive attitude towards these brands as I explained in this extract: 

“Next along is a Levi’s blue and red checked shirt (38) with the recognisable red tab 

I’ve always been so fond of stitched next to the front pocket, but my decision to 

purchase this was also influenced by the work Levi’s had been doing over previous 

years to improve supply chain sustainability by disclosing the name of all their supplier 

factories.” 
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7.4 Actual ethical knowledge 

When evaluating Actual Ethical Knowledge (AEK), I asked myself it there was point-of-

purchase information (PoP Info) such as ethical labels available at the point of acquisition and 

to what extent “I knew a lot about ethical aspects of this item at the time of acquisition,” and 

the results are presented in Appendix G.   I “strongly agreed” with the statement in relation to 

items where informational cues such as social labels were available at the point of purchase, 

for example the Kuyichi shirt (39), No Sweat (21) trainers and the Timberland shoes (23) which 

all of which had extensive ethical information on both the packaging and the products 

themselves.  The Jack Wolfskin products were certified by the Fairwear Foundation, and I 

introspected as follows on how this influenced my decision making at the time:  

“I went by car to Cheshire Oaks Outlet Village for the specific purpose of buying a bag 

and multipurpose waterproof shoes…  Jack Wolfskin was not the brand I intended to 

buy, I’d never purchased any item by this company before, and it was not on my list of 

preferred retailers, however I was swayed by the Fairwear Foundation accreditation 

mark on the shoebox.  This is a Dutch-based social label I’d come across at the start 

of my research journey, and I was so delighted to see it used in an UK shop for the 

first time - and on products that appealed to me from both a functional and fashion 

point of view. Consequently, I purchased them instantly without searching any further.”    

This illustrates how I went through sequential problem recognition, information search and 

evaluation of alternatives stages (Solomon et al., 2016, Kotler et al., 2017) prior to visiting the 

retail setting, but that ethics was not the problem I was planning to address; however, readily 

available ethical information at the point of purchase changed my actual behaviour.  This 

points to a potential problem with adding a plan or planning variable to the TPB as 

recommended in some studies (e.g. Shaw et al., 2007, Carrington et al., 2010, Hassan et al., 

2016) as some of my most ethical purchases were unplanned.   

 

A number of studies have identified demand for social labels relating to working conditions 

and found they could evoke positive responses (e.g. Dickson, 2001, Ritch, 2020) and there 

was further evidence in my introspection of actual information swaying my decision during a 

visit to M&S:      

“The tweed jacket (38) has added appeal because the fabric was woven in the UK, 

and I wear it regularly for work and socially, although the garment was assembled in 

Indonesia, and I have little or no knowledge about working conditions in the factory.” 

The label therefore had a positive effect, but incomplete and conflicting information were a 

source of confusion and uncertainty (Markkula and Moisander, 2012, Hassan et al., 2013).  

Point-of-purchase ethical information was completely absent in the vast majority of cases 

however (84%) and I therefore explored what alternative information strategies I used in these 
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situations in Table 15.  I sometimes drew on knowledge from elsewhere, for example the other 

two items purchased from Timberland (36 & 43) were not ethically labelled but I had a high 

degree of ethical knowledge about the company from prior research, and I knew Nike (16) 

disclosed extensive information about factory audits on their website.  These were examples 

of knowledge leading to action on my behalf, and whilst M&S did not share the same level of 

detail about supplier factories, the brand still benefited from a halo effect (Davies and Gutsche, 

2016) of being a sustainability leader in the past.   

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, I was an unusually well-informed fashion consumer 

when most items in the wardrobe were acquired, and I find it troubling therefore that two thirds 

of the items were acquired without any ethical information about the retailer or manufacturer.  

Both Cherrier et al. (2012) and Markkula and Moisander (2012) have pointed to a knowledge-

to-action gap where informed consumers made unethical purchases despite possessing 

ethical knowledge, and my purchases from T.M. Lewin (29, 30) and Matalan (1) fall into this 

category as I was aware of problems at the time of purchase.  Wilful ignorance (Ehrich and 

Irwin, 2005) was more common however, and I chose to remain ignorant about the ethical 

credentials of Ralph Lauren, Berghaus, Under Armour and Canterbury to avoid feelings of 

cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) because of my strong attachment to some of the other 

attributes of these products.    
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7.5 The socio-cultural context 

In Chapter 6, I explored the influence of socio-cultural factors such as descriptive and 

injunctive norms – and personal and social history – and found they exerted a strong influence 

on my ethical intentions, especially during my time based at the BRASS Centre from 2008 to 

2012.  I therefore started my analysis of the socio-cultural context (ScC) by looking at my 

actual fashion consumption behaviour during these life stages.  Some of the items from this 

period had a strong ethical dimension, for example a pair of Ethletic trainers (22) and an Atlura 

cycle bag (6) that I acquired to help me commute to work in a more sustainable way; however, 

some of my least ethical purchases were also made at this time, including the Abercrombie 

and Hollister shirts.  These acquisitions can be explained in part by the strong appeal of 

competing attributes such as brand logos and product fit, but there were also socio-cultural 

factors at play; for example, I learnt about Abercrombie from a Facebook friend who starred 

in a Welsh TV soap at the time and there was a great deal of media hype about Hollister 

following the opening of the company’s first store in Wales in 2010.   Competing life themes 

and projects (Mick and Buhl, 1992) were also a factor, for example I took a keen interest in 

dieting and fitness in 2010 when I purchased some of the Under Armour (9) and Canterbury 

(7) items, and described how I used to: 

 “… wear these items for the gym, no doubt influenced by the Welsh rugby players with 

their impressive physiques and because these are the brands to be seen in at my gym, 

although I actually have little interest in rugby and have never played it! What strikes 

me looking back is that I’ve never undertaken any research into the ethical credentials 

of these brands, despite purchasing them at points in my life when my research interest 

in social responsibility and fashion was at its highest.”   

This supports the findings in the literature that societal norms, personal history and competing 

life themes and projects can moderate the translation of EBI into AEB (Carrington et al., 2015, 

Hiller and Woodall, 2019).     

 

Cultural and ritual influences on my behaviour were evident from the earliest acquisitions in 

the wardrobe.  I wore the bow tie and cufflinks (47) at college dinners and the sports t-shirt 

(14) for a rowing regatta in 2000, and whilst I have rarely worn them since, I have kept them 

in my main wardrobe for nostalgic reasons.  Some other items were purchased for rite-of-

passage type events, for example a Ted Baker suit (26) bought for a wedding, a yellow tie 

(45) acquired for graduation ceremonies and a black tie (2013) bought for a funeral, and 

competing attributes often trumped ethical concerns in these situations.  Some of the items 

were also gifts, for example the hand knitted tank top (26), Boden shirt (37) and Levi’s jeans 

(51) were all Christmas gifts from my mother during my yearlong attempt to be an ethical 

fashion consumer in 2012; this in turn helps explain why two of these items had a strong 
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ethical dimension (26, 51) whilst the other did not (37) as they were intended as a single 

matching outfit. 

    

The complex interplay between social, cultural, economic and historic factors made it difficult 

to rate the overall influence of the socio-cultural context (ScC) on individual acquisitions.  I 

discussed in Chapter 6, however, how I used clothing to perform various socio-cultural roles 

(ScR) and how some of these had an ethical dimension.  I therefore adapted the Symbolised 

Moral Identity (SMI) measure developed by Legere and Kang (2020) and asked myself to what 

extent each role was performed to symbolise an ethical identity.  Following this, I evaluated 

each wardrobe item to try to establish which role it was primarily used for, and the results are 

summarised in Table 16 and are included in full in Appendix G.  Studies have also found 

ethical and ethically minded consumers wished to be seen to be wearing the ‘right’ brands in 

order to present themselves in a good light (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, Jägel et al., 2012, McNeill 

and Venter, 2019), and I have therefore indicated in Table 15 which role the 10 most common 

brands in the wardrobe were primarily used for.  

 

Table 16: Socio-cultural roles and symbolised ethical identity 

Role This role was performed 

to symbolise an ethical 

identity 

Number of 

associated items in 

my wardrobe (% of 

total items)  

Acquisition period 

Ethical Extrovert Strongly Agree (3) 4 (7%) 2007 - 2012 

Quietly Informed Agree (2) 10 (18%) 2007 - 2018 

Learned Lecturer Somewhat Agree (1) 13 (23%) 2010 – 2018 

Welsh Patriot Somewhat Agree (1) 5 (9%) 2009 – 2015 

Classically Casual Neither Agree nor 

Disagree (0) 

6 (11%) 2011 - 2018 

Oxford Student Neither Agree nor 

Disagree (0) 

3 (5%) 1997 - 1999 

Intrepid Traveller Disagree (-2) 5 (9%) 2005 - 2014 

Gym Goer Disagree (-2) 6 (11%) 2010, 2018 

Look at my Label Strongly Disagree (-3) 5 (9%) 2005 - 2010 

 

I discussed a number of items associated with the Ethical Extrovert and Quietly Informed roles 

in the last chapter, and how the former role was more extrinsic and the later was more intrinsic 
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(Holbrook, 1999, Ritch, 2014).  The No Sweat (21) and Ethletic trainers (22) for example were 

very much used to symbolise an ethical identity to others, whilst items such as the Kuyychi 

shirt (39) and Jack Wolfskin trainers (24) were motivated by intrinsic values.  All four items in 

the Ethical Extrovert category were acquired during the period from 2008 to 2012 when I self-

identified as an ‘ethical fashion consumer’, whereas there were examples of acquisitions 

associated with the Quietly Informed role over a much more extended period from 2007 to 

2018.    

 

Some of the greatest disparities between my ethical intentions, attitudes, knowledge and 

behaviour over the years were in relation to the items purchased from Ralph Lauren.  Many of 

these were used to perform the Learned Lecturer role which had an ethical dimension because 

of the topics I taught, but the following extract suggests that the Look at my Label role was a 

secondary influencing factor: 

“The grey, blue and brown check shirts … (are all) work shirts, all from the Polo Ralph 

Loren store in Cheshire Oaks, and all embroidered with the distinctive logo of a polo 

player on a horse.  I wear these primarily when lecturing, which suggests I want to be 

seen to be wearing the right brands by students and colleagues; indeed, one student 

recently admitted to me that he’d selected Ralph Loren as a focal case for a branding 

assignment knowing my fondness of the brand, and hoping it would help get him a 

higher mark!”  

A Welsh Rugby Union replica training shirt made by Under Armour (9) that I acquired in 2010 

to wear at the gym is a further example of an item that I used to perform multiple roles.  It 

carries a number of symbolic cues including WRU and UA logos and Welsh medium text, and 

was therefore used to perform the Gym Goer, Look at my Label and Welsh Patriot roles 

simultaneously.  The purchase was also influenced by socio-cultural norms and the fitness life 

project that preoccupied me at the time, and this points to the complex and multifaceted nature 

of the self – and illustrates how multiple senses of identities could lead to contradictory 

consumption choices (Carrington et al., 2015).   
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7.6 Actual behavioural control  

I started my analysis of my Actual Behavioural Control (ABC) by identifying from where each 

item was acquired and then categorising the different purchase settings.  Following this, I 

asked myself to what extent “it was easy for me to acquire ethical items in this setting” and if 

there was point-of-purchase information available about the ethical credentials of each item.  

The results are summarised in Table 17 and are presented in full in Appendix G.  As I 

discussed in Chapter 6, convenience and affordability concerns led me to acquire most of my 

clothing from mainstream or factory outlet stores located either on the high street or out-of-

town, and over two thirds of the items in the wardrobe came from these settings.  Some of the 

items that I perceived to be ethical were acquired in these settings, for example Levi’s, 

Timberland and M&S branded clothes, but in general ethical fashion was difficult to find, and 

point-of-purchase ethical information was the exception rather than the norm.  All 3 items in 

the Ethical Specialist category were purchased at Oyster Clothing where ethical information 

was readily available, and my perceptions of control weakened following its closure in 2009 

as I was unable to find a convenient and affordable alternative.  My reluctance to buy clothing 

online in turn is reflected by the fact that only 3 items in the wardrobe were sourced in this 

way.  One of these was “… a Christmas gift from my mother from Boden (37) to go with the 

knitted tank top in 2012… (which) had to be returned because it was the wrong size” and there 

was no ethical information available at the point of purchase.  However, I had a high degree 

of knowledge about the ethicality of the other two items – a pair of Timberland shoes (23) and 

Nike shorts (16) – and they were bought to replace virtually identical items from the same 

retailers, and I therefore did not have the same concerns about product fit.    

 

Table 17: Summary of acquisitions and AEK by acquisition setting 

Acquisition Setting Frequency (% of total items) Point of purchase ethical 

information @ acquisition 

Factory Outlet 20 (35%) 2 (10%) 

High Street Chain 10 (18%) 1 (10%) 

Independent Retailer 10 (18%) 0 

Out-of-town Chain 8 (14%) 0 

Online 3 (5%) 2 (67%) 

Ethical Specialist 3 (5%) 3 (100%) 

Place of Work 2 (4%) 0 

Handmade Gift 1 (2%) 1 (100%) 

Total 57 (100%) 9 (16%) 
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The other availability concerns raised by participants in other studies were limited product 

ranges and difficulties in finding ethical clothes that were suitable for the workplace (e.g. Shaw 

et al., 2006, Connell, 2010).  I therefore asked myself a supplementary question about the 

extent to which “it was easy for me to acquire ethical items in this product category” when 

rating my ABC.  Generally, I found it relatively easy to buy ethical casualwear and footwear, 

but difficulties in finding ethical shirts for work was an ongoing source of frustration.  

Subsequent analysis of actual acquisitions in different product categories revealed that I did 

not perceive any of my formal shirts to be ethical (see Table 18), and whilst this can be 

explained in part by my attachment to certain brands and retailers in this category, it also 

suggests that a lack of readily available ethical formalwear was a further moderating influence 

on the translation of my EBI into AEB. 

 

Table 18: Summary of acquisitions and AEB in different product categories 

Product Category Number of items (% of total) Number (%) perceived to be 

ethical  

Casual Shirts 15 (26%) 6 (40%) 

Accessories 7 (12%) 2 (29%) 

Luggage 7 (12%) 2 (29%) 

Formal Shirts 6 (11%) 0  

Gymwear / Sportswear 6 (11%) 1 (17%) 

Jackets and Suits 4 (7%) 2 (50%) 

Trousers 4 (7%) 2 (50%) 

Jumpers 4 (7%) 2 (50%) 

Footwear 4 (7%) 4 (100%) 
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7.7 Conclusion 

This chapter addressed my second research objective which was “to evaluate how cognitive, 

informational, socio-cultural and structural factors enable and impede the translation of ethical 

behavioural intentions into actual ethical fashion consumption behaviours over time.”  It 

pointed to how my actual positive attitude toward ethical attributes, brands and/or products led 

me to make a number of ethical acquisitions when I also had a positive attitude toward other 

attributes such as design, quality, durability, performance and fit.  Ethical knowledge led me 

to purchase more responsibly in some cases, especially where ethical information was readily 

available at the point of acquisition, although a strong attachment to some brands led me to 

remain wilfully ignorant about the ethical credentials of other retailers.  This unquestioning 

attachment to certain brands can be partly explained by normative and socio-historic 

influences and the various socio-cultural roles they were used to perform.  Finally, a lack of 

ethical fashion products in the retail settings where I habitually consumed moderated my 

behaviour, and my actual perception of control was particularly low in relation to workwear 

where ethical alternatives were not available.   

 



 

188 
 

CHAPTER 8:  COMPARATIVE INTROSPECTIONS  

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings from my analysis of the comparative introspections. As 

discussed in Chapter 5, I adopted a theoretic sampling approach and limited participation to 

ethically minded consumer-researchers with a degree of ethical knowledge and awareness. A 

full copy of the introspections and confirmatory elements such as photographs, follow up 

questions and responses are included in Appendix H.  I reviewed the introspections at the 

start of the analysis to identify what level of Ethical Behavioural Intention (EBI), Ethical 

Knowledge (EK) and Actual Ethical Behaviour (AEB) they revealed, and a summary of this 

initial analysis is provided in Appendix I.   Some of the participants discussed non-fashion 

related behaviours, and I therefore included an EBI, EK and AEB ranking for both general and 

fashion consumption where such distinctions were made.  I also wrote a brief profile for each 

informant before moving to the ‘inter-case’ and stage of analysis (Thompson, 1997, Cherrier, 

2005b) to capture overarching themes from each narrative (see Figure 12).  

 

I begin the chapter by exploring behavioural aspects and what the narratives revealed about 

the intentions, behaviours and practices of the participants.  The influence of cognitive factors 

such as values, attitudes and self-identity are then evaluated, and I discuss how the sample 

engaged in mental reasoning in situations where there were inconsistencies between their 

intent and behaviour.    This is followed by an examination of informational aspects such as 

the extent to which knowledge led to action and how the contributors coped with gaps in their 

knowledge.  The influence of referent others, culture, history and the social self are then 

explored as part of the discussion on socio-cultural aspects.  Finally, I explore situational and 

structural aspects, including the extent to which availability and affordability acted as enablers 

or barriers to ethical fashion consumption behaviours and practices.   
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Figure 12: Informant Profiles 

 

Anton 

Anton is a German student in his mid-20s enrolled on an MSc in marketing at a 

university in South Wales.  He was the youngest participant in the study and was 

included because he developed an interest in ethical consumerism and fashion 

whilst completing a business-related masters course – in the same way as I did at 

the same life stage. Anton has a much keener interest in fashion than myself, 

however, stating that “I am proud to say that I have been into fashion for several 

years.”  He also previously worked in the fashion retail industry and explained that 

this allowed him “to understand the patterns and operation of the industry and led to the 

understanding of being an ethical consumer as well – although this does not mean that I 

always adhere to it!” 

 

Beth 

Beth is in her late 20s and is nearing the completion of a PhD focusing on supply 

chain sustainability.  She also teaches a number of sustainability related modules 

at a university in South Wales, although her work is not in the field of fashion or 

marketing.    She was included in the study because of her heightened interest and 

awareness of the topic and her shared experience of teaching and completing a 

PhD in the field, which is illustrated in her opening remarks: “since starting my PhD 

on sustainability and teaching modules on sustainability and supply chain issues, I 

have definitely changed my behaviour on a number of environmental ‘fronts’,  

however the question of fashion consumption is a tricky one.”    

 

Claire 

Claire is in her late 20s and is a lecturer in marketing at a university in South Wales 

and was included in the sample because she has a similar teaching profile to 

myself.  She also recently completed a PhD in fashion marketing and has a 

research interest in the sharing economy.  As a fashion consumer, she notes in her 

opening paragraph that “I regularly look to emphasise the importance of ethics and 

sustainability in my teaching, and also my research. The irony that I regularly ignore 

ethical and sustainable options in my fashion consumption… well, it’s not lost on 

me.”  Hence, like myself, she is ethically informed, but this is not always reflected 

in her actual fashion consumption behaviour.   
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David 

David is in his early 30s and is a research fellow in the field of sustainability at an 

UK university.  His work is focused on technological aspects of environmental 

sustainability, and he does not have a research background in consumer behaviour 

or fashion.  He was included in the sample because of our shared experience of 

being doctoral researchers at the same research centre from 2010-2015 where we 

were exposed to similar social, cultural and historical influences.   As a fashion 

consumer, he states in his opening remarks that “for a long time I was not 

particularly interested in fashion or the clothes that I wore” but later notes that he 

has “taken more of an interest in fashion style and design” over recent years and likes to 

buy “something unusual, sometimes a bit overdone or eccentric.” 

 

Emily 

Emily is in her 30s and is a lecturer in fashion marketing at a university in South 

Wales.  She was included in the study because we have had a similar research and 

professional journey over the past decade and have a shared interest in ethical 

consumerism and fashion.  There are contrasts in terms of the life projects we have 

embarked upon over this period, however, as she has been pregnant twice and 

now buys clothes for her children in addition to herself.  Emily also used to work in 

retail and takes a much keener interest in fashion design than myself.  She opens 

the introspection by stating “I’d like to think of myself and a conscious consumer” 

but goes on to introspect on why this behavioural intention has not always 

translated into actual ethical behaviour.    

 

Fran 

Fran is in her 40s and is a lecturer in marketing and an academic researcher in the 

field of CSR.  She was included in the sample because we were enrolled on the 

same doctoral research programme and share a number of research interests.  

There are contrasts in terms of our cultural and social backgrounds, however, as 

she was born and raised in Eastern Europe before the fall of communism and has 

lived in the Middle East for the last 8 years.  She has always sought to live a 

sustainable lifestyle throughout her life, but notes “I have always largely neglected one 

area in my ‘green’ efforts. Fashion. Maybe because I have never had much interest in 

fashion and focused more on style, I have never considered this area as needing my 

attention.”   
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Gwen 

Gwen is in her 40s and is a lecturer in business sustainability at a university in South 

Wales.  She was included in the study because of the similarities in our professional 

roles over the last decade as we worked closely together on developing Welsh 

medium provision in the region.  We also shared a number of life projects over this 

period; however, Gwen has taken a keener interest than myself in 

environmentalism and is a member of Greenpeace and the Orangutan Foundation.  

She notes in the introspection: “I would consider myself to have an above average 

interest in sustainability and to be actively greener than the average citizen… and 

yet…  then we get to clothes.  Oh dear.  I will buy anything, from anywhere.”    

 

Hywel 

Hywel is in his 40s and is an academic manager in the field of Welsh medium higher 

education.  He was asked to contribute to the study because of similarities in our 

professional roles over the last decade and because of his heightened interest in 

sustainability.  Hywel is a keen runner and a strong advocate and of sustainable 

transport.  When it comes to fashion, there are a number of similarities in terms of 

our consumption behaviour, in particular purchasing work shirts from TM Lewin, 

Under Armour sportswear, and items from Welsh clothing manufacturers. He 

explains, however, that he has “little interest in fashion as such” and that he has only 

undertaken limited research into the ethical credentials of the clothes in his 

wardrobe. 

 

Iona 

Iona is in her 50s and is a marketing lecturer based in South Wales where she 

teaches a number of consumer behaviour and ethics related topics.  We share a 

similar cultural background and an interest in autoethnographic methods and all 

things Welsh.  Iona has two grown up children and generally enjoys shopping for 

“good quality, classically styled clothes, but… whether or not they’re produced in 

an ethical manner is not really something I think about.” She concludes her 

introspection with the following reflection: “Writing this has prompted me to look into the 

brands I favour and see for myself what commitment to ethical production.  I wonder if I’ll 

change my attitude to brands if I find they’re not ethically produced.” 
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Jeremy 

Jeremy is in his 50s and is a leading marketing academic and practitioner based in South 

Wales.  He opens his introspection with the following statement: “I have always been 

interested in fashion and more probably looking ‘smart’ ” and he was included in the study 

because he is known for always being impeccably dressed.  Jeremy has a professional and 

personal interest in sustainability, and this is reflected in his attitude toward fashion 

consumption which is “based on the concept that you buy well once and it will last.”  He 

admits, however, to having one “huge clothing weakness”: as a keen cyclist he has “a 

separate wardrobe for my cycling clothes” and he introspects on how his consumption of 

biking kit “has just exploded” in recent years.  

 

Katherine 

Katherine is in her 50s and is a lecturer in business ethics at a university in South 

Wales.  Her introspection is different from the others as she tells the story of a single 

clothing item – her mother’s fur coat – over the period of 4 decades. She describes 

how it was “a symbol of affluence” during her childhood and became part of her 

own “uniform of choice” during her late teens, but how she later became 

increasingly uncomfortable with it: “how could I on the one hand call myself an animal 

lover while on the other be willing to wear the pelts of dead animals.”  She goes on describe 

how she made the decision “never to wear fur again” during a visit to the USSR and how, 

following the death of her mother, she “finally decided to retrieve it and with very mixed 

emotions, donated it to a charity shop.”       
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8.2 Behavioural Aspects 

In Chapter 6, I started the analysis of my own narrative by identifying what it ‘revealed’ about 

my intentions (I) toward positive buying, slow, collaborative and harm avoidance behaviours, 

and about my actual fashion and non-fashion related behaviours (B).  Given the purpose of 

collecting introspections from others was to allow for comparisons to be made with my own 

experiences, I adopted the same approach when analysing the other narratives and the results 

are presented in Table 19.  The table reinforces the point that consumers conceptualise ethical 

consumption to be much broader than simply making pro-ethical purchases; indeed, the main 

behaviours introspected upon were buying fewer, better quality (clothing) items.  I recognise 

that the use of questionnaires, interviews and/or prompts may have revealed manifestations 

of other ethical behaviours and practices, however this would have influenced the 

consumption stories and would not have been consistent with the exploratory and inductive 

approach of the study.  Consequently, Table 19 should be treated as a summary of the ethical 

issues and behaviours each individual considered to be pertinent to a discussion on ethical 

consumerism and fashion rather than as a comprehensive list of intentions and past 

behaviours.  
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Table 19: Breakdown of different ethical intentions (I) and behaviours (B)*    

Pseudonym Positive Buying Behaviours Slow Fashion Behaviours Harm Avoidance & Reduction 

Pro-

environmental 

purchases 

Pro-social 

purchases 

Pro-local 

purchases 

Reduced 

Consumption 

Mending, 

reuse and 

recycling 

Second-hand 

consumption 
Boycotts 

Animal 

Welfare 

Reduced 

Energy & 

Transport 

Anton  I, B I, B I, B  I I, B I, B  

Beth I, B  I, B I, B I, B    I, B 

Claire I I I, B I, B I, B I    

David I  I, B I      

Emily    I, B I, B I, B    

Fran I, B I I, B I, B I, B I, B I   

Gwen I, B    I, B I, B I, B I, B  

Hywel I, B I, B I, B I, B      

Iona  I, B  I I, B I, B I, B  I, B 

Jeremy  I, B  I, B      

Katherine     I, B I, B  I, B  

 

*Fashion related intentions (I) and behaviours (B) are highlighted in bold
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8.2.1 Positive buying behaviours 

A number of contributors revealed a behavioural intention to make pro-environmental 

purchases, and this translated into actual behaviour in other product and service categories.  

Beth for example had bought environmentally friendly bathroom and kitchen items, Fran 

always tried to buy food and household items with as little packing as possible, and Gwen had 

purchased an electric car and had switched to a green energy supplier.  All noted however 

that they had not made pro-environmental clothing purchases despite a behavioural intention 

to do so in the case of Beth and Fran.  In fact, Hywel was the only participant that described 

making clothing purchases for pro-environmental reasons:  

“I recently purchased a pair of jeans from Hiut Denim. I really like the ethos and spirit 

of the company, and it feels like a very ethical and environmentally friendly 

product. The CSR element is very evident in the way the product is marketed and it’s 

attractive because of this... I also buy T-shirts from companies like Howies who I 

understand are extremely environmentally friendly, and I choose organic cotton 

whenever possible.”  

Health benefits have been found to be a driver of organic sales in other product categories 

(e.g. Thøgersen, 2011, Hauser et al., 2013) and, in some cases, fashion (e.g. Hustvedt et al., 

2008, Hustvedt and Dickson, 2009).  His response to a follow-up question revealed this was 

not an influencing factor for Hywel however: “I haven’t really considered health reasons. 

Overall, I prefer more natural clothes than synthetic… but not much more than that!”   

 

Hywel did not make specific reference to social aspects of production, although like a number 

of contributors he made a distinction between “ethical” and “environmentally friendly” products 

suggesting that he viewed these to be separate attributes and used ‘ethical’ as a shorthand 

for social aspects of sustainability.  Hiller and Woodall (2019) found the distinction between 

environmental and social aspects were frequently blurred by ethically minded consumers, 

however, and this appears to be the case with Jeremy who used the term “ethically sourced” 

to describe recent purchases from Cycology, an Australian cyclewear company:  

“I love their designs as they are different and stand out in the crowd of Castelli and 

Rapha. Well-made and where possible ethically sourced – I have every garment they 

make in the ‘Day of the living’ ... My wife also rides in their kit now and between us I 

think we have quite a collection (probably 50 plus items). A shirt from Cycology retails 

at between £80 - £100 – but they are great quality and are different on UK roads 

(Europe too)!” 

The extracts from both Hywel and Jeremy also demonstrate that other attributes such as fit, 

design, quality and branding remained important when making pro-ethical purchases, echoing 

my own consumption narrative.   
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Much of the extant literature found concerns relating to sweatshop labour and working 

conditions in garment assembly factories to be the most pertinent issue for ethical consumers 

(e.g. Dickson, 2001, Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004), and as discussed in Chapter 6, this has also 

been my main ethical concern over the years.  Only Anton, Gwen and Iona made any 

reference to workers and sweatshops in their introspections however, and these concerns had 

little or no impact on their actual consumption behaviour.  Iona did describe making another 

type of pro-social purchase however in the following extract:   

“I bought a pair of Toms a few years ago because they have a ‘one for one’ scheme 

where for every pair you buy, they give a pair to someone in need.  I felt this was a 

good initiative.”    

 

Supporting local and home country production was a more prominent theme in the stories.  

Claire for example described how she had recently started buying work clothes from an UK 

based manufacturer: 

“A while back I found a small online company who sell dresses in patterns that I really 

liked. They were British made and I liked supporting them… Right now, most of the 

dresses I wear to work are made by this brand and they take up a fair amount of space 

in my wardrobe. I like that they are good quality, as it’s really the first time in my life 

I’ve really had the money to spend on more expensive items instead of relying on 

cheap fast fashion.”   

Here again, the importance of other attributes, in this case quality, is evident, and she also 

demonstrated a willingness to pay more for locally produced goods.  Hywel in turn described 

buying T-shirts from a Welsh manufacturer called Cowbois, and both of the pro-environmental 

brands mentioned earlier - Hiut Denim and Howies – were Wales based.  Both David and 

Anton also introspected on buying locally produced clothing: 

“There was one occasion when I went to a tailor in North Wales and had a suit made 

up it was a truly lovely experience having something made to fit perfectly… a 

completely different experience from a fast fashion so off the peg.” (David) 

“I always choose the local brands … most of these local and usually very small brands 

took great care (not all) to make their customers happy about what they produced.” 

(Anton) 

However, both of these extracts indicate that the pro-local purchases were motivated by 

customer care attributes instead of, or in addition to, purely ‘ethical’ considerations.  Support 

for independent local retailers was also a key theme in Hywel’s introspection: 

“I also enjoy being outside walking, cycling or running. I usually buy specialist coats 

from the Up and Under store in Canton in Cardiff…  I use this type of shop as a sort of 

‘short cut’ to select companies that provide quality goods.”   
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The fact that no references were made to fairtrade fashion in turn suggests that concern about 

the local economy resonated more with the sample than social and economic considerations 

relating to developing countries. 

8.2.2 Slow fashion behaviours 

Whilst the early discourse on ethical consumerism tended to focus on pro-social and 

environmental purchases, there has been a growing interest in slow fashion behaviours, and 

this has increasingly become the main way I have enacted EBI in recent years.  These were 

also the most common forms of ethical behaviours discussed in the introspections and 9 of 

the 11 contributors revealed behavioural intent to reduce their consumption.  Anton stated for 

example: “I prefer to buy one, sometimes expensive crewneck than four or five cheap ones”, 

David noted “part of me would aspire to be able to purchase better quality more durable long-

lasting clothes” and Jeremy explained that he had “always bought the best that I can afford at 

any one time – based on the concept that you buy well once and it will last.”  The fact that so 

many discussed these behaviours unprompted points to an increasing awareness of the public 

discourse relating to reduced consumption, commodity reuse and recycling waste (Ritch, 

2014) and suggests that slow fashion values and behaviours have come to be viewed as a 

central plank of ethical consumerism.    

 

Several different strategies were adopted to enact slow fashion related intent.  Beth tried to 

re-use clothing purchased in the past, for example a recently rediscovered orange jacket: 

“I haven’t worn it in a very long time. It has obviously survived periodic ‘culls’ of my 

wardrobe, for some reason. But I absolutely loved pairing it with my orange running 

leggings. I don’t remember it feeling or looking like this on me before, so it feels like a 

‘new’ jacket… I get a lot of satisfaction out of this, and it has made me conscious of 

trying harder to ‘better consume’ what I already own. Shopping in my own wardrobe!” 

Emily described a number of slow fashion behaviours including buying vintage clothes, 

upgrading, repurposing, recycling and reusing:    

“For a purchase to be made now, it has to have a genuine place in my wardrobe and 

service a gap in a look I was trying to put together. I am also much keener on buying 

one off vintage pieces. I have some items that I have owned for 10 years or so, that I 

can’t imagine letting go of anytime soon. And I don’t often feel the need to ‘upgrade’ 

on an item, unless it has genuinely served its purpose and I know I won’t wear it. At 

that point, if I believe it still has wear in it, I will take it to a charity bin, or offer around 

to friends and family.”  

A number of these behaviours were also evident in Fran’s story: 
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“I prefer timeless, stylish and durable pieces over making sure my outfits are of the 

latest fashion. And when it’s time for us to part, I hand them down to family, friends or 

charity.” 

Elsewhere, she portrayed numerous purchases made over the years from TK Maxx as “… 

rescuing stylish clothes that would otherwise be dumped and burnt.”  Her inclusion of this as 

an example of ethical behaviour appeared out-of-place initially given the retailer’s strategy of 

selling high volumes of branded clothes at low prices, however she viewed it to be a 

sustainable behaviour because they sold “last-year’s fashion.”  

 

Mending and recycling behaviours were evident in this following extract from Claire’s story:   

“My wardrobe is shared with my partner Luke, who has lived with me for about four 

years… his clothes are mostly a predictable uniform of t-shirts, jeans, and the 

occasional jumper. When he gets a hole that I can’t stitch, or the material feels too tight 

for him, we recycle those clothes and buy new.”  

Emily in turn tried to extend the life of fast fashion items: 

“I also have a penchant for basics and these tend to be more low cost from retailers 

such as H&M and Zara. Thinking about it, Zara is probably my go to. Even though it is 

considered ‘fast fashion’ I tend to keep the pieces I buy from there for as long as they 

last, I don’t buy things from there thinking they will only be worn once and disposed 

of.”  

A number of contributors also introspected about second-hand clothing, for example this was 

the only form of ethical fashion consumption behaviour described by Gwen; she explained, 

however, that these purchases were “mainly based upon price and suitability for my body 

shape rather than any consideration for ethical or sustainable purchasing.”  In contrast, Fran’s 

second-hand purchases were ethically motivated, and she described how she had: 

“… always loved nosing around in charity shops, browsing and coming across amazing 

bargains. I have always loved a treasure hunt and browsing through the shelves of 

charity shops is a little like that.”  

Other contributors were more ambivalent about second-hand clothing, however.  Iona 

searched for fashion items on online auction sites and at charity shops, but only bought clothes 

labelled brand new with tags (BNWT): 

“I don’t like buying anything that’s been worn, so I search for items in the BNWT 

category.  You’d be surprised at how many items there are that have been hanging in 

people’s wardrobes without ever having been worn.” 

Anton also had misgivings about buying pre-worn clothes as “unfortunately, due to my 

attachment to fashion… that must be neat and clean clothes. I respect my tops clothes a lot, 

but this attitude to style prevents me from buying in second-hand shops”. They both therefore 

echoed some of my misgivings about purchasing second-hand clothes despite having a 
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behavioural intention to do so.  Claire’s reluctance to buy from charity shops were more deep-

rooted and linked to childhood memories:  

“As someone who regularly emphasises the importance of the sharing economy, 

including redistribution of goods, I already know that a charity shop should be an 

excellent option for purchasing. I just can’t bring myself, now I’m still overweight but 

not poor anymore, to walk back in.” 

8.2.3 Harm avoidance behaviours 

There was a great deal of interest in boycotts in the early ethical consumerism literature (e.g. 

Friedman, 1991, Klein et al., 2004) and I introspected on my various attempts over the years 

to avoid certain fashion brands.  This was not a common theme in the other narratives, and 

whilst Gwen mentioned avoiding grocery products containing palm oil, only Iona made a 

specific reference to boycotting a clothing brand on ethical grounds: 

“I love good quality, classically-styled clothes… whether or not they’re produced in an 

ethical manner is not really something I think about, but I do actually avoid stores that 

sell fast-fashion, like Primark, because I know that their goods are likely to have been 

produced in sweatshops and children will have been used as cheap labour.”  

 

A few studies have found evidence of a higher level of ethical concern about animal welfare 

than other ethical attributes amongst consumers (e.g. Joergens, 2006, Reimers et al., 2016) 

although this was not been replicated in other studies (e.g. Magnuson et al., 2017) or in my 

own introspection.  Both Gwen and Anton revealed behavioural intention to avoid causing 

harm to animals when buying food, and this had transferred to fashion in the case of Anton:  

“Partial vegetarianism also contributed to my awareness. I love animals and I have 

kept meat eating to a minimum. This means that I do not buy anything made of natural 

leather or from animals.”  

Animal welfare was also the main focus of Katherine’s tale of her mother’s fur coat, and she 

described the moment when she made a conscious decision never to wear it again during a 

visit to Russia:  

“It was a life changing trip for many reasons but one of the decisions I made was never 

to wear fur again.  It was not an obvious time to make the decision as most people in 

the USSR at that time, who could afford it, did wear fur hats and coats.  And the 

temperature was an eye lash freezing minus 30 degrees Celsius.  Perhaps it was 

seeing the scale of the issue at first hand – I’m not sure – but when I got home, I gave 

Mam her coat back and never borrowed it again.”   

This suggests that, where concern about animal welfare was present, it could strongly 

influence intentions and behaviour, and Katherine’s story also illustrated how ethical intent 

and behaviour could change over time. 
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Life cycle analyses of clothing have shown that a large proportion of the environmental impact 

of clothing is caused at the laundry stage (e.g. Allwood et al., 2006, Sandin et al., 2019) and 

this is another area of my consumption that I have sought to address in recent years. 

Discussion about garment care was conspicuously absent from the other introspections, 

however, with the exception of this extract from Iona’s story: 

“I tend to buy clothes that are washable, and I wash at low temperatures wherever 

possible, on an eco wash.  I steer clear of anything that’s dry-clean only - mainly 

because the concept of dry-cleaning isn’t acceptable to me, both from an 

environmental perspective, but also because of the hassle involved.”   

The absence of any other references to laundry-related practice may partly be due to the way 

the participation information sheet was framed as I asked participants to introspect on “past 

consumption of fashion items”, although many introspected on other non-purchase related 

behaviours such as recycling.  There is some evidence, therefore, to support the finding in the 

literature that consumers do not think about this life-cycle stage when considering 

sustainability aspects of clothing (Bly et al., 2015).  

8.2.4 Intention-behaviour gap 

Whilst all participants described examples where EBI had influenced their behaviour in a 

positive way, many also introspected situations where their ethical intent had not translated 

into sustainable behaviours.  Many noted that they still bought clothes from retailers they did 

not consider to be ethical, for example Gwen: 

“I find I have to buy clothes regularly to not look like I am wearing the same thing all of 

the time.  I shop for clothes in Primark (mostly for my children who like the cheap and 

fashionable nature of the clothes), New Look, TK Max, Asda, Tesco and Next.” 

This search for newness was a recurring theme in Gwen’s story and helps explain why her 

interest in sustainability did not influence her clothing purchases in the same way as in other 

product and service categories, and this echoes findings elsewhere in the literature (e.g. 

Niinimäki, 2010, McNeill and Moore, 2015). 

 

A number of studies have suggested that consumers with a higher orientation toward fashion 

were more prone to consume unsustainably (e.g. Joergens, 2006, McNeill and Venter, 2019) 

although other studies found evidence to the contrary (e.g. Jacobs et al., 2018, Becker-

Leifhold, 2018).  My analysis of the introspections was inconclusive on this point.  Anton and 

Emily were the most fashion-orientated consumers amongst the sample, and Anton 

recognised that his love of new fashion had limited the translation of EBI into behaviour; 

however, Emily in contrast introspected on how her fashion orientation made her consume 



 

201 
 

more responsibly.  Beth, Fran and Hywel in turn pointed to the fact they had little interest in 

following the latest trends and suggested this had led them to adopt some slow fashion 

behaviours; however, Fran also concluded that this may have had a negative effect on her 

consumption: 

 “I have always largely neglected one area in my ‘green’ efforts. Fashion. Maybe 

because I have never had much interest in fashion and focused more on style, I have 

never considered this area as needing my attention.”   

 

One of the other common themes throughout the stories is that participants were prone to 

overconsume.  Gwen for example confessed her approach to fashion was to “… purchase as 

much as possible for as little as possible” despite her concern about environmental 

sustainability, and Jeremy admitted “I probably buy too many clothes” and to needing a 

“separate wardrobe for my cycling clothes.”  Fran in turn admitted to shopping behaviours she 

considered to be unethical despite her high level of EBI: 

“… as a final confession, living in the Middle East, I have been introduced to fake 

fashion. I have been known to buy a fake Burberry clutch bag, fake Ugg boots and 

fake Hollister sweatpants.”   

Beth also described having:  

“… a lot of items that I remember buying in the last year or so, buying last minute for 

an event or as an impulse purchase, and which I have worn a handful of times at most. 

I think this characterises my dual identity and perhaps some hypocrisy when it comes 

to my fashion consumption…” 
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8.3 Cognitive Aspects 

In the next stage of analysis, I evaluated the extent to which the ethical intentions, behaviours 

and practices revealed by the participants could be explained by their underlying values, 

beliefs and attitudes.  I also explored what role was played by the inner self, emotions and 

feelings, and how the sample consumers managed and rationalised inconsistencies between 

their intentions and behaviours.   

8.3.1 Ethical values  

My analysis of the role of values involved reading and rereading each of the narratives to 

identify which of the universal values identified by Schwartz (1992, 1994) were evident.  This 

approach is similar to the one adopted by Jägel et al. (2012) and the results are summarised 

in Appendix J.  Universalism type values were evident in all the narratives, especially 

biospheric (e.g., protecting the environment) and altruistic (e.g., social justice, equality) values, 

and a some egoistic (viz. inner harmony) values were also present; however, there were no 

explicit examples of world of beauty, broad-mindedness, wisdom or world at peace related 

values.  Some benevolence type values were also evident, for example Emily and Gwen 

discussed taking responsibility for children, Claire talked of buying and mending clothes for 

her partner (viz. mature love) and Beth described buying meaningful gifts for friends (viz. true 

friendship). No honesty, forgiving, spirituality or meaning of life values were evident however, 

and the sample consumers appeared to consider benevolence to be less relevant to the 

discussion about the ethics of clothing consumption.  This is consistent with my findings in 

Chapter 6 and is a further illustration of the problem of grouping universalism and benevolence 

together into a single self-transcendence dimension as has been done in some studies (e.g. 

Manchiraju and Sadachar, 2014, Stringer et al., 2020). 

 

The findings in the literature relating to the conservation value dimension have been 

contradictory, and the introspections go some way towards explaining why.  Some tradition 

type values were evident in Fran’s descriptions of her respect for Slovak and Omani culture, 

and moderation and frugality (Hiller and Woodall, 2019) appeared to have contributed toward 

reduced consumption by Beth, Emily and Fran.  Frugality had the opposite effect on Gwen 

however and was one of the reasons why she was unwilling to purchase more expensive 

sustainable clothes despite her strong environmental beliefs.  This supports the finding by 

Jägel et al. (2012) that concern for frugality could interfere with altruistic and biospheric values.  

Conformity type values such as self-discipline, and the associated motivational goal of 

refraining from actions likely to harm others, appear to have contributed toward some slow 

fashion behaviours, but security type values relating to cleanliness impeded second-hand 
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buying by Anton and Iona, and health concerns led Emily and Jeremy to engage in some less 

sustainable behaviours.  The predictive power of the conversation dimension – and tradition, 

conformity and security value types – were therefore limited as some of the individual values 

were positively related to ethical behaviours whilst others were not.   

 

The same proved to be the case with the other two dimensions.  Anton and Emily both 

revealed a keener interest in fashion than the rest of the sample, and Jeremy had a keen 

interest in cycling brands, and openness to change values were more evident in their stories 

as a result; however, whilst these values motivated Anton and Jeremy to consume more, they 

led Emily to reduce her consumption.  Self-enhancement values such as social recognition, 

public image and authority helped to explain some workwear purchases by Claire, David and 

Gwen, and Fran’s purchase of fake fashion items despite other strongly held ethical beliefs; 

however, some of Jeremy’s pro-ethical cyclewear purchases appear to have been motivated 

by self-enhancement type values.  Given all these contradictions, attempts to find a 

consistently significant relationship between value dimensions or value types and ethical 

fashion consumption appear unlikely to be successful, and it would be more meaningful to 

focus on fewer, more directly relevant individual values such as protecting the environment, 

social justice and social recognition in future research.    

8.3.2 Ethical beliefs and attitudes 

A number of beliefs about inherent rightness and wrongness of different fashion consumption 

behaviours were revealed in the introspections.  Beth stressed the importance of reducing 

environmental harm and waste, and strong environmental beliefs were revealed by Fran, 

Gwen and Hywel.  Hywel also considered working conditions to be extremely important and 

expected retailers to “treat their staff well”, Anton thought it unfortunate that workers were 

exploited and believed in “the prosperity of all people”, and Iona liked to think that clothes were 

produced “in an acceptable fashion” without using “sweatshops and children” as “cheap 

labour.”  Jeremy believed in “the concept that you buy well once and it will last”, David aspired 

to be able to purchase “better quality more durable long-lasting clothes”, and Emily thought it 

was wrong to buy something just to wear just once and then “chuck it” away.  Claire strongly 

believed in a “sharing economy” and Fran expressed unease about “conspicuous 

consumption”, a view echoed by Beth who talked of her embarrassment about the “poor quality 

and irrelevant…. products that we are sold and consume in the industrialised North.”  

Katherine expressed concern about the “horrors of the fur trade” and Anton believed he had 

a responsibility to avoid harm to animals.  The concept of dry-cleaning was not acceptable to 
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Iona from an environmental perspective, and both she and Beth believed consumers had a 

responsibility to consider transport emissions associated with buying clothes online.   

   

Cognitive models assume the belief-attitude-behaviour (Fishbein, 1963, 1967) and value-

attitude-behaviour (Jacobs et al., 2018) relationship to be causal and linear and there were 

some examples to support this in the introspections.  Beth, Emily, Fran and Hywel all revealed 

strong universalism-type values and ethical beliefs which translated into consistently 

favourable tendencies towards ethically made clothes and/or slow fashion practices.  This was 

not always the case however, for example Gwen revealed some of the most enduring values 

and beliefs about sustainability in general but had negative attitudes towards sustainable 

fashion.  Other examples included Anton who had strong beliefs about animal welfare but 

unfavourable views about vegan leather, and Claire who had internalised values relating to 

the sharing economy but had negative attitudes towards charity shops.   

 

One of the biggest limitations of the research focused on attitudes is a tendency to focus on a 

single moment in time.  Emily revealed some of the strongest pro-environmental attitudes in 

relation to the disposal of clothes, but later admitted “… this has not always been my approach 

– when younger, with more disposable income, and especially when working in retail – I 

definitely had a more disposable attitude.”  Many attitudes were enduring but others could 

change relatively quickly as evidenced in Katherine’s description of her attitude towards fur 

during the 1960s:   

“… (we) tended to justify our behaviour with such spurious arguments as wearing 

second-hand coats meant that animals weren’t currently being bred to satisfy our 

desires.  Over a relatively short space of time, however, it became increasingly 

uncomfortable to be confronted by one’s own hypocrisy: how could I on the one hand 

call myself an animal lover while on the other be willing to wear the pelts of dead 

animals.” 

This is a further demonstration of the need for a longitudinal approach to the study of ethical 

attitudes towards clothing and how they evolve over time (McNeill and Moore, 2015).  Attitudes 

were also influenced by socio-cultural and socio-historic factors, and these themes are 

explored in more detail later in the chapter.   

8.3.3 Ethical self-identity  

As discussed in previous chapters, a number of studies have looked at the relationship 

between ethical self-identity and ethical (fashion) consumption, for example Hustvedt and 

Dickson (2009) who asked their survey respondents to what extent they thought of themselves 
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as “socially responsible” consumers.  Some of the introspectors addressed this question 

directly, for example Iona who opened her narrative with the following question:  

“Am I an ethical consumer?  Heck, that’s made me think about my buying patterns.  I 

think the answer is yes and no, depending on how I’m feeling at that particular time, 

and what I’m buying.” 

Gwen was less ambivalent about her ethical identity: 

 “I would consider myself to have an above average interest in sustainability and to be 

actively greener than the average citizen.”    

However, whilst the way she self-identified as a green citizen led her to purchase a sustainable 

car, it did not translate into ethical behaviour when it came to fashion.  Emily began her story 

with the statement “I’d like to think of myself and a conscious consumer” but pointed out that 

this had not always been the case:   

“Thinking about that now makes me feel disturbed. Not only due to the money spent, 

but also the feeling that each time I went out I HAD to have something new. That spoke 

more to my own lack of self-confidence then, than perhaps the attitude to 

consumption.” 

Her ethical self-identity therefore evolved over time in the same way as my own, and this 

points to the need to adopt a longitudinal approach to the study of ethical self-identity (McNeill 

and Moore, 2015).   

 

One of the other problems I have discussed is that perceptions of self are subjective and 

difficult to capture using rating type questions, and Beth’s story helps to illustrate this.  She 

revealed some of the most sustainable fashion behaviours, yet played down her own ethicality: 

 “I have a lot of items that I remember buying in the last year or so, buying last minute 

for an event or as an impulse purchase, and which I have worn a handful of times at 

most. I think this characterises my dual identity and perhaps some hypocrisy when it 

comes to my fashion consumption…”  

and concluded her introspection as follows: 

“I think this process has made me realise how many conflicting identities I have…  I’m 

a different type of consumer on different days.”   

 

8.3.4 Emotions, feelings and meanings 

McCracken (1988) and others have argued that people buy products to reinforce internal 

meanings to themselves, and the analysis of my own wardrobe revealed a high degree of 

emotional and physical attachment to some clothing items. Beth’s introspection was 

interesting in this respect:  
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“As I started to write this, this photograph (see Appendix H) popped up on my 

Facebook memories.  The photo was taken in 2012… I still have the jacket in my 

wardrobe and still wear it through Spring and Summer every year.  I wore it on the first 

date with my partner, which he remembers(!) and so it has memories attached to it.”  

This, together with the earlier extract where she described the satisfaction she felt after 

rediscovering the jacket, are examples of sustainable fashion behaviours evoking positive 

feelings (Bly et al., 2015, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021).  Positive post-purchase emotions 

(Hiller, 2010) and evaluations were also revealed by Hywel in relation to his pro-environmental 

purchases, and by Iona when describing her Toms shoes, illustrating how ethically minded 

consumers can feel a sense of accomplishment as a result of consuming responsibly 

(Markkula and Moisander, 2012, Huopalainen and Satama, 2020). However, this 

subsequently turned into negative emotions in the case of Iona when “… I went out to Turkey 

on holiday and found that the markets were full of Toms counterfeits and really felt quite 

annoyed at this.” 

 

Recent longitudinal studies by Hiller and Woodall (2019), Huopalainen and Satama (2020), 

and Mellander and McIntyre (2021), and the analysis of my own introspection, have pointed 

to the role of nosgagia, and Jeremy’s story revealed a nostalgic attachment to a number of 

items:    

“A quick ‘tour’ of my wardrobe is probably a timeline of my cycling passion. I have all 

my racing shirts – including 8 ‘tour’ shirts… OK they are not Tour de France but Tour 

de Gwent… but still an achievement… Then there are the ‘Giant’ team shirts (my 

mountain bike race shirts) and a single UK Challenge race shirt. I keep them just as a 

reminder I guess of past challenges and races and days on the bike… a memory 

collection?”  

‘Nostalgia’ was also a recurring theme in Fran’s introspection:  

“When I open my wardrobe, it is jam-packed. I do truly keep things. It reminds me of 

opening my parent’s occasional-wear wardrobe as a kid and finding pieces I had never 

seen them wear in real life, only in photographs from their younger years. The 

difference is that I actually still wear mine… looking at it piece by piece, some jump out 

at me. I see my Ralph Claire woollen jacket that I bought as one of the first luxury 

brands in TK Maxx nearly a couple of decades ago... I see my black Warehouse work 

trousers that I bought from a charity shop on Albany Road and a Massimo Dutti 

business suit that I bought from someone second-hand in Oman. Old habits die hard!” 

The fact that she singled out items from TK Maxx and charity shops shows items perceived to 

have a positive ethical dimension held particularly special meanings for her, and this is 

consistent with my introspection and findings elsewhere in the literature (e.g. Markkula and 

Moisander, 2012, Maldini et al., 2019). The relationship between memories and sustainable 
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consumption behaviours was not always positive, however, as this extract from Claire’s story 

reveals: 

“I remember a patchwork woolly jumper with an elephant, tassels, and a mirror sewn 

into it that I wore to a non-uniform day in primary school, and it made me feel so special 

and happy. But then there was a long period of time after my mother lost her job in 

Poundstretcher, and my dad lost his job at the garage, where we had to do a lot of our 

shopping in town centre charity shops. And I suppose one day when I was around age 

eight, it just clicked that this wasn’t something I was supposed to be happy about. That 

I wasn’t supposed to be excited to get my books, games, and clothes from the shop 

where lonely people’s things got sent when they died. I don’t remember wearing my 

special jumper again after that.”  

So, despite her strong beliefs in a “sharing economy”, she struggled to overcome her negative 

attitude toward charity shops because of the associations they held.     

8.3.5 Cognitive reasoning and coping 

A number of studies have explored how consumers justify unsustainable behaviours to 

themselves and manage feelings of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957), and many of the 

coping and neutralisation strategies that I adopted were also evident in the comparative 

introspections.  As discussed earlier, Beth sometimes found herself making impulsive 

purchases, and described one of the ways she had managed such situations:  

“Perhaps because my ‘fashion’ consumption footprint is small generally, I rationalise 

to myself my ‘right’ to ‘have what is available to me’, and to ‘do what everyone else 

does’…” 

Denial of responsibility (Sykes and Matza, 1957) and institutional dependency (Eckhardt et 

al., 2010) were both evident in David’s story: 

“I suppose we all justify things to ourselves in different ways and make our own 

excuses for our behaviours. I tend to think that more sustainable practice is something 

that I would like to see happen at a systemic level rather than necessarily being as 

conscious as I should be about individual actions and consumption choices.” 

Gwen in turn condemned the condemners (Sykes and Matza, 1957) by pointing to limitations 

in the behaviour of others: 

“… fair trade branding allows shoppers to offset their poor environmental behaviours 

(such as driving large engine diesel cars or buying single use plastics) by buying 

bananas with a fair trade logo.  I agree with the good work it achieves abroad but do 

not like the way it can make people feel like they are doing ‘enough’ by buying a brand 

rather than engaging in ‘real’ sustainable behaviours.” 

This extract also reveals how she was able to trade-off different values and ethics (Jägel et 

al., 2012) and behaviours in different areas of her life (Gregory-Smith et al., 2013), for example 

by buying an electric car to offset her unsustainable fashion purchases.  This is inverse 
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behaviour to my own as I made ethical clothing purchases despite – and arguably to cope with 

dissonance relating to – my unsustainable foreign travel behaviour. Gwen does not appear to 

have experienced any internal conflict however and was able to manage tensions in the same 

way as the consumer-researchers interviewed by Hiller and Woodall (2019).  Some of the 

other contributors revealed a similar degree of flexibility (Szmigin et al., 2009, McEachern et 

al., 2010), for example Jeremy justified his high consumption of cycling gear as follows: 

“There is practicality too of course – if I ride out in the summer every day then I need 

a lot of kit. The Castelli kit that I wear to the ‘spin club’ has to be high performance to 

enable me to get the most out of the spin session – this is after all a sweaty activity at 

the best of times. Perhaps I’m justifying the investment…?” 

Other revealed coping mechanisms included fast fashion avoidance by Anton and Iona and 

information avoidance by Gwen, and this later theme will be discussed in the next section.   

 

Whilst most of the sample were able to manage internal conflicts, others experienced a deep 

sense of moral anxiety (Hassan et al., 2013, Carrington et al., 2015) in much the same way 

as I did during my yearlong attempt to be an ethical fashion consumer.  Fran for example 

introspected on dilemmas she faced after moving to the Middle East:  

“Initially, I suffered a lot of anxiety and shopping ‘paralysis’ as my usual lifestyle was 

nay impossible to achieve but then I settled into a new approach that allowed me to 

deal with the dilemmas I faced…. Living in Oman has meant coming up with a new 

normal even for fashion purchases. And it’s been trying. No charity shops, no TK Maxx, 

no awareness of sustainable fashion brands.”  

In some cases she was able to enact her ethical behavioural intent by adopting strategies 

such as only buying high-end clothes that she intended to keep, by delaying some purchases 

(Hassan et al., 2013) until her “annual TK Maxx treasure hunt”, and by donating clothes to her 

friend’s domestic helpers.  She had made some compromises, however, for example shopping 

at local branches of familiar international retailers despite her hatred of “the fast-fashion 

concept they are responsible for” and these purchases were a continued source of internal 

conflict, tension and dissonance for her.  A deep sense of moral anxiety was also evident in 

Claire’s story, who noted: “when I start to critique and question my (slightly more than) half of 

wardrobe, the story it tells me about me is detailed and, frankly, uncomfortable.”  This in turn 

motivated her to re-evaluate and realign her consumption behaviours so that they were 

consistent with her ethical beliefs, and she concluded her introspection as follows: 

“Eventually the clothes in my wardrobe will be recycled or go to the dreaded charity 

shop in the town centre, and more ethical and sustainable fashion will replace them. I 

hope that one day, when I find the adult equivalent of my shiny, tasselled, patchwork 

elephant jumper, I’ll have the confidence to let it make me happy.” 
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8.4 Informational Aspects 

As I have discussed in previous chapters, informational aspects were my main focus at the 

start of the project, and the contributors were purposefully selected because of their 

heightened awareness of matters relating to consumption ethics and/or sustainability.  This 

allowed me to explore the influence of ethical knowledge (EK) on the intentions and 

behaviours of other consumer-researchers and to compare their experiences with my own. 

8.4.1 Knowledge and awareness 

Some extant studies relied on measures of general environmental knowledge when testing 

the influence of informational factors (e.g. Bong Ko and Jin, 2017) and assumed ethically 

knowledgeable consumers would also know a lot about fashion systems.  I therefore explored 

the merits of this approach by reviewing the consumption narratives to see what level of 

knowledge participants revealed about consumption ethics in general and specifically relating 

to fashion, and the results are summarised in Appendix I.   Beth, Claire and Fran demonstrated 

a high-level ethical knowledge in general and specifically relating to fashion, and Emily was 

highly knowledgeable about many ethical aspects of fashion consumption.  However, whilst 

David, Hywel and Gwen had a high level of knowledge about sustainability issues in general, 

they all admitted to being less well informed about the ethics of fashion consumption.  Gwen, 

for example, described making extensive information searches relating to sustainability 

aspects of personal transport and energy “and yet …  then we get to clothes… Oh dear.  I will 

buy anything, from anywhere.”   This therefore points to the need to establish levels of ethical 

knowledge specifically relating to fashion when testing or exploring the influence of 

informational variables or constructs.     

 

The analysis revealed varying levels of awareness and knowledge about different life cycle 

stages.  Awareness of issues relating to the retail and consumption stages were generally 

high, with many introspecting on how they had changed their fashion purchasing behaviour.  

The only references to the fibre, spinning, dying and weaving life cycle stages were made by 

Hywel however when discussing organic cotton, and surprisingly few references were made 

to the garment assembly stage.  Whilst this again may partly be due to the way the data was 

collected, it suggests that awareness of these apparel life cycle stages was low despite the 

scale of the problems highlighted in Chapter 1.  Awareness of the garment care stage also 

appeared to be low, and whilst many had taken steps to dispose of clothing more sustainably, 

Emily introspected as follows:  
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“I also try to consider what to do with purchases once I have finished with them, but 

find it increasingly confusing as to how best to dispose of them and how exactly to 

recycle them.”  

This points to both gaps in knowledge and a discursive confusion (Markkula and Moisander, 

2012) about the best course of action even amongst highly informed, ethically minded fashion 

consumers.   

8.4.2 Knowledge to (in)action 

As discussed in previous chapters, I first became aware of ethical consumerism and fashion 

whilst studying the topic as part of an MBA, and my ethical knowledge, intention and 

behaviours subsequently developed over the years that followed.  This type of knowledge-to-

action relationship was also evident in Beth’s story who opened her introspection with the 

following statement: 

“Since starting my PhD on sustainability and teaching modules on sustainability and 

supply chain issues, I have definitely changed my behaviour on a number of 

environmental ‘fronts’…”  

She later described how this had influenced her shopping behaviour: 

“The ‘newness’ and the ‘shininess’ of a shop selling clothes… can sometimes evoke a 

visceral feeling. I almost never buy anything in these circumstances, though, and now 

I’m reflecting on why…  I think increasingly my knowledge about sustainability helps 

me to surface an intellectual rationale to combat the visceral. A voice in my head says, 

‘I don’t need this’. So, I often don’t go through with buying anything.” 

Anton’s story suggests the relationship is not always linear, however.  Prior to his studies, he 

“…without knowing it, often opted for ethically producing brands” such as locally produced 

“streetwear” but went on to explain that “now that I'm more aware, things are slightly different.” 

His increasing knowledge made him more sceptical and reluctant to purchase ethically 

marketed clothing: 

“I know exactly how big the margin on products in fast fashion stores is and I don't like 

how they try to influence my empathy to keep earning huge money and pretend to be 

ethical in the eyes of customers.”   

Elsewhere, he expressed similar scepticism about leather alternatives despite his partial 

vegetarianism and concern about animal welfare:  

“If I see in some shops when they try to name cheap eco leather as 'vegan-leather' 

and using people empathy trying to sell the same jacket for higher price I do not enter 

to such a store anymore.”   
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This echoes studies that have identified a high degree of consumer scepticism about retailer 

claims to ethicality (e.g. Markkula and Moisander, 2012, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) 

especially amongst consumers with a greater level of knowledge (Bly et al., 2015)    

8.4.3 Coping with incomplete information 

A number of participants mentioned difficulties in accessing ethical information and described 

some of the strategies they used to overcome this problem.  Iona used price as a heuristic: 

“I think I equate buying high quality brands with buying ethically-produced clothing, but 

I’ve never really looked into the ethics of the brands I buy to make sure that this is the 

case.  I’ve always worked on the assumption that if I don’t buy cheap, then what I’m 

paying for is more than the actual garment.... that if I buy an expensive item, then the 

cost of that reflects that it’s been produced in an acceptable fashion.”   

Anton also avoided fast fashion brands on similar grounds, and Hywel presumed the items he 

bought from a tie specialist store were ethical because of how much they cost.  Elsewhere, he  

described using an independent sportswear shop as a “short cut” and how he assumed it 

would only retail ethical brands because of the co-operative ethos of the business.  The brands 

he had purchased there included Under Armour, and he demonstrated a degree of wilful 

ignorance (Ehrich and Irwin, 2005) similar to my own in relation to these purchases; the brand 

also benefitted from a ‘halo effect’ (Davies and Gutsche, 2016) of supporting a cause close to 

his heart:  

“Perhaps I think that because they sponsored the Wales team 

(at least at one time) they must be pretty legit ... of course there's no basis 

to this in fact, but I hope they're Ok because I like their stuff...” 

He acknowledged the limitations of his approach at the end of his introspection, however:   

“Even though I consider ethical and environmental issues to be extremely important, I 

tend to use stores / brands I trust as a form of shorthand - although I don't necessarily 

have a basis for doing so. On reflection, therefore, perhaps I should do more when 

buying fashion goods.” 

Iona concluded her introspection in a similar vein: 

“Writing this has prompted me to look into the brands I favour, and see for myself what 

commitment to ethical production.  I wonder if I’ll change my attitude to brands if I find 

they’re not ethically produced.” 

8.4.4 The knowledge conundrum  

One of the emerging themes from the analysis of my introspection was that my increasing 

knowledge of ethical problems relating to fashion led me to feel overwhelmed and to 

disengage from the issues for a period from 2012, and the negative effects of information 
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overload have been discussed elsewhere in the literature (e.g. Shaw and Clarke, 1999, De 

Pelsmacker and Janssens, 2007, Hassan et al., 2013).  This was one of the themes Fran 

introspected upon, and she described how she felt able to make sustainable clothing choices 

prior to studying the topic but struggled over the years that followed: 

“Although I had some idea about which brands are ‘good’ or are at least trying to be 

good, I found the whole idea of finding out if and how of the different brands too time-

consuming. It seemed that a brand may be good in terms of environmental sourcing 

but failing in terms of the social pillar of sustainability. Every time you think a brand is 

good, there seems to be a report published that counters this one way or another…. 

the quagmire of sustainable fashion just feels too much to really get into.”  

Beth also found her increased level of awareness and knowledge since commencing her PhD 

did not always lead to consummate action:    

“I do experience a major tension between the rush and enjoyment of the ‘impulse buy’ 

which by nature is not a considered act, and the time and consideration required to 

make an ethical purchase.  In the moment, the rush of the impulse sometimes silences 

any ethical assessment of my decision.” 

The fact that two of the most ethically knowledgeable fashion consumers in the sample 

experienced these difficulties points to the challenge of addressing the ‘knowledge 

conundrum’ (Bly et al., 2015) and is further evidence that additional information does not 

necessarily lead to more ethical fashion consumption behaviours. 
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8.5 Socio-cultural Aspects 

Analysis of my introspection and the contents of my wardrobe revealed socio-cultural factors 

exerted a great deal of influence on my fashion consumption over the years.  I therefore 

analysed the other consumption narratives through a socio-cultural lens to see the extent to 

which intentions and behaviours were influenced by important others, culture, the socio-

historic context and socio-cultural roles.   

8.5.1 The role of referent others 

Familial influences were a central theme in the narratives of Claire, David, Fran, Gwen, Jeremy 

and Katherine who all discussed the role of their upbringing.   Fran for example opened her 

introspection with this description of her childhood: 

“On my mum’s side, the family runs a traditional small-holding. Everything is used until 

it no longer serves its purpose and then is repurposed; from growing and rearing our 

own food and food scraps being fed to animals, to clothes and other home materials 

either turned into rags or used in maintaining the farm, and handy-downs being the 

norm.” 

Later, she reflected that “these influences were liminal (sic.) in my efforts to work towards living 

a sustainable lifestyle now” illustrating how her biospheric values and slow-fashion related 

behaviours had been strongly influenced by her parents and grandparents. Others developed 

less sustainable clothing consumption practices during their youth however and found it 

difficult to rid themselves from these early socialisation effects (Hiller and Woodall, 2019).  

Gwen, for example, drew on memories of her childhood in rural North Wales:    

“I think this approach comes from my up bringing, where my mother would put 

unending effort into raising sheep, growing vegetables and living as sustainable a 

lifestyle as possible, and yet every 6 months we would travel to my grand-parents 

house in the Midlands and get to spend a set amount of money on clothes.  The aim 

was to get as many outfits as possible to last until our next visit.”       

 

Ritch (2014) found some of the mothers she studied felt a need to provide their children with 

desirable fashion to help them align with other children, and similar pressures were described 

by Gwen who shopped at Primark “… mostly for my children who like the cheap and 

fashionable nature of the clothes.”  Her own penchant for fast fashion in turn appears to have 

been partly inspired by her teenage girls.  However, elsewhere she described her efforts to 

get her children “to think sustainably in their day to day lives” and to convince her husband “of 

the rationale behind choosing a higher tariff for energy” on environmental grounds, revealing 

some of the complexities and challenges involved in household decision making.  Similarly 

contradictory influences were revealed in Beth’s story who described having “blazing rows” 
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with her partner about his overuse of kitchen roll paper and foil, but also how her slow-fashion 

behaviours had been reinforced by positive comments from him about rediscovered garments.   

 

The influence of friends, peers and reference groups have been touched upon in the literature, 

for example by McNeill and Venter (2019) who found his sample of heavy fashion consumers 

felt a pressure to ‘fit in’ with others, and Emily described similar pressures when she was 

younger: “… each time I went out I HAD to have something new… like you have to have 

something new to ‘prove something’ or to fit in.”  Her approach changed during pregnancy, 

however, as her focus shifted “…to try and maintain a sense of personal style whilst being 

comfortable.”  The influence of professional colleagues was evident in Gwen’s introspection 

whose aforementioned desire “not to look like I am wearing the same thing all of the time” was 

especially strong in relation to workwear; and even Beth and Fran felt a deep societal pressure 

to consume (Bly et al., 2015) despite their deeply held beliefs relating to slow fashion.   

 

The wider consumer behaviour literature has highlighted how membership of subcultures such 

as biker communities (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995) and extreme sports groups (Quester 

et al., 2006) can strongly influence beliefs and behaviours, and such influences led Anton to 

opt for local brands “…which were known in a narrow community of streetwear fans only.”  

Jeremy attributed his overconsumption of cycling gear to his membership of the cycling 

community and introspected on how “…today the scene is as much about fashion and brand 

as it is about the bikes.”  This led him to purchase a collection of clothes from the Italian brand 

Castelli: 

“They are fine manufactures of hard core kit (they produce a range of kit from the 

‘wanna be’ right through to the Corsa Rosso pro kit). I have various shirts, bib shorts 

and winter kit across their ranges and love their ‘T’ shirts for wearing off the bike as it 

signifies my level of passion to other bikers!” 

Hywel in turn was a member of cycling and running communities, which partly explained why, 

like myself, he had followed referent others and purchased Under Armour sportwear without 

any knowledge about their supply chains.  The role of subcultures and reference groups more 

broadly thus merit more attention in the ethical fashion literature. 

8.5.2 The cultural dimension 

A limited number of studies have looked at cross-cultural differences in terms of ethical intent 

and behaviour (Eckhardt et al., 2010, Bong Ko and Jin, 2017) and Welshness and Welsh 

culture were recurring themes in my introspection.  Hywel’s cultural background was the 

closest to my own and he described making conspicuously Welsh purchases “… from Cowbois 

or other Welsh manufacturers, but I must admit I haven't inquired very much about where their 
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T-shirts come from.”  Cowbois make prominent use of the Welsh language in their product 

designs, and Hywel was thus using these items to communicate symbolic meanings and 

cultural values to others; however, culture also trumped his strongly held environmental beliefs 

and limited his information search behaviour.    

 

Anton lived most of his life in Germany, and whist subcultural influences were evident in his 

story, national culture did not appear to shape his behaviour to the same extent.  Varul (2009) 

found British consumers placed a greater emphasis on individual choice and taste, whilst 

German consumers seemed to follow a perceived authoritative discourse, but this was not 

reflected in Anton’s story who revealed a high degree of individuality and a willingness to 

question retailer claims to ethicality.  National culture was a more prominent theme in Fran’s 

introspection who was raised in Slovakia and lived the Middle East.  She described how she 

“bought a traditional Slovak batik print style skirt in an ethic shop in my home town” because 

it reminded her of “someone or something close to me” and introspected on the “anxiety and 

shopping ‘paralysis’” she encountered following her move to Oman where there was a cultural 

pressure to consume.  She managed this tension by designing her own culture through her 

consumption choices (Solomon et al., 2016), including purchasing a traditional Omani abaya 

in a pattern that reminded her of “the full body apron that my favourite aunt in the village (in 

Slovakia) who passed away a few years ago used to wear,” thus successfully integrating two 

external cultural influences with her internal culture.   However, ultimately the influence of the 

local consumption culture in which she was embedded proved so strong that she 

compromised her ethical beliefs: 

“Living in a country that places incredibly high value on status, which is reinforced 

through conspicuous consumption and an appearance in public, my leissez-faire 

attitude and behaviour in terms of fashion has earned me regular criticism of the sort 

that: your appearance is not congruent with your status... And as a final confession, 

living in the Middle East, I have been introduced to fake fashion. I have been known to 

buy a fake Burberry clutch bag, fake Ugg boots and fake Hollister sweatpants      .”     

 

Cultural approaches have also highlighted the role of consumption rituals, customs and habits 

(Douglas and Isherwood, 1979, Arnould and Thompson, 2005) and analysis of my own 

introspection revealed how I engaged in a number of shopping rituals over the years.  Gwen’s 

description of her 6-monthly trips to England to buy clothes were similar to my own family’s 

shopping rituals, and both she and others introspected on rite-of-passage type garments such 

as clothes worn at graduation ceremonies, weddings, funerals and events.  Attitudes and 

behaviours relating to these clothes often differed from more habitual purchases: Gwen for 

example contrasted her routine purchases of day-to-day wear from fast fashion outlets with 
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the clothes she bought “… from more high-end high street brands in House of Fraser and 

Debenhams when purchasing for special events.”  Beth in turn expressed unease about the 

socio-ecological credentials of the “large range of formal dresses that I have accumulated over 

the past 5 years or so for weddings, formal dinners, and parties.”  

 

Hiller and Woodall (2019) found the clothing consumption behaviours of their sample of 

consumer-researchers to be habitual and that they relied on a small set of trusted retailers, 

and this type of habitual behaviour was evident in my introspection.   Hywel also followed “a 

fairly consistent pattern when buying clothes” and habitually purchased a limited number of 

brands from a small number of trusted shops, although in his case these were mainly 

independent stores rather than mainstream outlets.  Fisher et al. (2008) in turn looked at the 

habitual nature of garment use and care and found consumers were prone to washing clothes 

at unnecessarily high temperatures out of habit, but Iona like myself had adopted more 

environmentally friendly laundry routines in recent years which indicates cultural norms are 

starting to change on this front.  Fisher et al. (Ibid.) also found consumers routinely disposed 

of clothes to charity shops and Emily, Fran and others described similar habitual donation 

behaviour.  This points to the need for research and policy interventions to culturally embed 

other sustainable practices such as mending, renting and sharing.    

8.5.3 Personal and social history 

Whilst Hiller and Woodall (2019) found fashion consumption behaviours to be relatively stable, 

they also found habits could alter as a result of life events such as changing jobs and moving 

to a new country.  Several participants introspected on how changing jobs influenced their 

habits, including Claire whose work dresses took up “a fair amount of space” in her wardrobe 

and David whose wardrobe was made up mainly of “suits for work and shirts and ties.”  Fran 

introspected at length on how she had to compromise some of her ethical beliefs after moving 

to a new country, whilst Emily discussed making compromises and adapting her habits during 

pregnancy:   

“I cannot imagine holding onto many of the maternity clothes I wear post-pregnancy, 

and probably will be looking to recycle these as they will be very well worn and due to 

their initial price probably won’t have much wear left. Even writing this I feel this is not 

an approach I comfortably admit to, however, as like many I suppose, budget and 

availability of items sometimes trumps other considerations. 

 

Some of the sampled wardrobe studies have looked at the relationship between actual and 

anticipated weight changes and fashion consumption (Fisher et al., 2008, Mellander and 
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McIntyre, 2021) and this was another recurring theme in my introspection.  Both David and 

Gwen also introspected on these aspects:   

“Part of me would aspire to be able to purchase better quality more durable long-lasting 

clothes but this only really works if you can maintain a steady weight. So I suppose in 

summary, my fashion choices aren’t really driven by ethical consumption behaviours, 

more by the necessity of getting something to fit.” (David) 

“I also believe that being overweight and unhappy with my body image also plays a 

part as I am always thinking it isn’t worth spending a lot on clothes as my clothing sizes 

change regularly, spending a large amount on one item which may be unwearable 

within weeks seems wasteful.” (Gwen) 

These extracts illustrate how weight changes – both actual and anticipated – could have a 

mitigating effect on the translation of ethical intent into behaviour and points to the need for a 

greater focus on how clothes fit living bodies by researchers and retailers (Mellander and 

McIntyre, 2021) 

 

Katherine’s story provided a powerful illustration of the benefit of looking at the influence of 

both personal and social history on fashion consumption over time.  She introspected on her 

relationship with a single clothing item – her mother’s fur coat – over a period of decades.  

Owning a fur coat was an “important symbol of affluence for the ladies” in the working-class 

community where she grew up, and her mother purchased the coat after a period of illness 

and economic hardship.  During her teenage years, the uniform of choice for her own 

generation was a cheese cloth shirt worn with either jeans or a maxi skirt  

“…topped off in the colder months with an Afghan or (Second-hand) fur coat. As I 

couldn’t afford either, I started eying up Mam’s wardrobe and being a Mam, of course 

she regularly lent me one or her prized possessions.”   

However, she subsequently started to become aware of the animal rights movement as a 

result of “tabloid reporting on animal abuses, testing and the associated protests” and never 

borrowed the coat again after “seeing the scale of the issue first hand” during a trip to the 

USSR.  Her mother also stopped wearing fur coats at this time as “a tipping point had been 

reached when the horrors of the fur trade pervaded public consciousness and people were 

embarrassed to be associated with it.”  She did not think about the coat again until her mother 

died a few decades later: 

“I was clearing out her things and had almost finished when I saw a carrier bag in the 

bottom of a cupboard.  I pulled it and suddenly realised it was the fur coat – by its rather 

unique (and unpleasant) smell first.  I was engulfed by a flood of memories and while 

my first instinct was to throw the horrible thing out, I just couldn’t.  But neither could I 

bring myself to do anything else with it.  So, presumably as Mam had done, I pushed 

it back into a corner of the cupboard and left it there.  It was probably several months 
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before I finally decided to retrieve it and with very mixed emotions, donated it to a 

charity shop.” 

Katherine’s introspection thus reveals a tapestry of sociohistorical influences on intention, 

values, beliefs, attitudes, identity and ethical meaning-making in relation to clothing, and 

provides rich insights into the role of upbringing, referent others, the media, culture, habits, 

customs, rituals and socioeconomic factors in shaping behaviour at the acquisition, 

consumption, possession and disposition stages. Her story also illustrates the value of using 

introspective methods to investigate contextual, symbolic and experiential aspects of 

consumption over an extended period.   

8.5.4 The social self 

Analysis of my introspection and wardrobe pointed to the way I used clothing as ‘props’ or 

‘costumes’ to perform different ‘roles’ (Goffman, 1959, Solomon, 1983).  When performing as 

an “Ethical Extrovert” I used to wear conspicuously ethical clothing to symbolise my values, 

and whilst this type of behaviour was not immediately apparent in the other consumption 

stories, it went some way to explaining the purchase of Cycology sportwear by Jeremy who 

described himself as a “cycling peacock”.  The “Learned Lecturer” role led me to purchase 

white shirts and a tweed jacket to project the ‘right’ image to students, and interestingly 

Jeremy, a late-career academic in my chosen discipline, mentioned having “… a surprisingly 

large number of white shirts and tweed jackets,” adding weight to the finding that I was 

following social norms and referent others in an attempt to establish credibility at the start of 

my career.  Claire described similar influences: 

“Dresses are like a uniform to me because they are good professional camouflage in 

a workplace where I have been ‘the baby’ for the last four years, despite my level of 

responsibility… I feel comfortable in dresses like this because I feel like they fit my 

body well. Some days I am so self-conscious about my weight and my body in general, 

but having reliable dresses helps take the anxiety and sadness away from getting 

dressed on a weekday morning.”  

Her dresses were therefore used to perform several different roles.  Like myself at this career 

stage, they helped her overcome insecurities about both her status as a young lecturer and 

her weight.  Later, she revealed that most of the dresses were bought from a small online 

company in patterns that appealed to her, and that she really liked the fact that they were 

British made.  She was thus able to integrate a number of selected notions harmoniously into 

a single self (McCracken, 1987) in much the same way as I was able to integrate the roles of 

“quietly informed” and “learned lecturer” when I purchased a jacket made from British tweed 

from M&S.  These findings are consistent with the findings of Cherrier (2005b) and Carrington 

et al. (2015) who found ethically minded consumers often tried to consume in a way that was 
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consistent with their values in a search for authenticity and moral self-coherence.  Carrington 

et al. (Ibid.) found this in turn could act as a motivation to embark upon a meta life project to 

realign consumption with ethical beliefs, and there was some evidence to support this theory 

in the penultimate paragraph of Claire’s introspection:  

“Changing my mentality away from bargain hunting and quick fixes and towards 

investing in longer term, higher price/quality pieces is an ongoing process for me. My 

wardrobe is in a period of transition, I guess, as are my thoughts and feelings about 

myself and the world around me. But I’m happy to work through it, because I’ll be 

happier with myself and my buying behaviour in the long run.” 

A meta life project was also evident in Beth’s introspection where she described a search for 

consistency between her roles as a sustainability researcher, lecturer, new homeowner and 

consumer, and how she experienced feelings of serendipity when she was able to find a 

balance between these roles.  Fran in turn described working toward a sustainable lifestyle 

throughout her life and had devised a fashion lifestyle that gave her “peace of mind”, so she 

also appears to have been seeking coherence between personal, professional and public 

roles.    

 

Many of the roles I have played over the years have conflicted with my ethical intentions, 

including the “Look at my Label” role that was a dominant influence during my twenties, and a 

clash of this nature was evident in Anton’s story who was at this life stage: 

“I would like to say that my purchasing decisions are primarily influenced by an ethical 

approach, but to be honest these issues are usually far behind. The perfect summary 

will be that my purchasing behaviour and habits lead to the fact that sometimes I buy 

ethically in some respects, but this is not the most important factor for me.” 

Performing as a “Gym Goer” led me to focus more on wearing the right brands than ethics, 

and this also appears to have been the case for Jeremy when performing the “cycling peacock” 

role, although his recent purchases of “ethically sourced” Cycology gear may also have been 

an attempt to find harmony between different roles.  My own introspection and many of the 

others therefore illustrate how the criteria used to evaluate products and services in one role 

may be quite different from those used for other roles (Solomon et al., 2016) and suggests 

that ethically minded consumers can modify their consumption decisions depending on the 

particular ‘play’ they are performing at the time.   So, whilst some ethically minded consumers 

may embark on a meta life project to create an unified moral self (Carrington et al., 2015), 

others may be happy to continue to perform multiple roles and may be able to cope with 

incoherence and clashes between multiple identities.  
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8.6 Situational and Structural Aspects 

Analysis of my introspection and wardrobe revealed that I often purchased ethically labelled 

clothes when they were readily available and that situational enablers led me to adopt some 

sustainable practices, but that a lack of ethical alternatives in mainstream outlets has proved 

to be a barrier.  The final aspect I therefore explored was the extent to which the intentions 

and behaviours of other ethically minded consumers were shaped by perceptions of 

availability, affordability and convenience, and by structural barriers and enablers to 

sustainable fashion consumption.   

8.6.1 Perceived and actual availability  

Lack of readily available ethical clothing in mainstream outlets is one of the key barriers 

discussed in the literature (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) and there 

was some evidence to support this in Anton’s story where he noted “it is now difficult to find 

clothing from famous designers whose materials do not come from countries where, 

unfortunately, workers are exploited.”   Studies have also pointed to limited product ranges 

and a lack of different sizes (e.g. Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004, Connell, 2010) and such 

perceptions were evident throughout David’s story, for example in this extract:  

“I think that is one of the things that is really frustrating as a big person that your range 

of choices is already incredibly restricted. Before you can even start to think about 

ethical choices you are already confronted with a real challenge around a very 

restricted range.”  

Later, he introspected that he “… would be interested in more ethical fashion if it was visible 

to me and I could see that it would be available in sizes to fit.”  Lack of readily available 

sustainable options also proved to be a barrier for Fran in the market system in which she was 

currently grounded (Arnould and Thompson, 2005):  

“Living in Oman has meant coming up with a new normal even for fashion purchases. 

And it’s been trying. No charity shops, no TK Maxx, no awareness of sustainable 

fashion brands. This has limited me to going to GAP, and Monsoon and Zara 

sometimes. The latter two, I’m not too sure of to be honest. Monsoon feels that it should 

be but I have a feeling that it has a long way to go.” 

Studies conducted in other developing economies have pointed to similar gaps in the market 

(e.g. Kang et al., 2013, Bong Ko and Jin, 2017) and Fran’s story suggests this could be a key 

barrier to ethical fashion consumption in these countries.   
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8.6.2 Price and affordability 

Price has often been cited as barrier to ethical fashion consumption (e.g. Joergens, 2006, 

Shaw et al., 2006, McNeill and Moore, 2015) and whilst a number of contributors revealed a 

willingness to pay a premium for higher quality, durable goods, price impeded the translation 

of intent into behaviour in some cases.  Anton for example noted:  

“I always try to buy ethically, but to be honest the most important thing for me is the 

price. I would never pay more in a fast-fashion store for a product that is no different 

than its cheaper counterpart just because it is ethically produced.”    

This view was echoed by Iona who explained that, whilst she favoured good quality, classically 

styled clothes, she hated “… the price tag that comes with them”, adding later “I think I have 

an ethical responsibility to my own bank balance!”  These extracts point to the association 

between price sensitivity and values such as moderation and frugality and highlight the need 

for interventions to reduce the focus on price and to change perceptions that sustainable 

options are expensive (Harris et al., 2016).   Gwen’s story also pointed to the influence of 

socio-cultural factors on perceptions of price:  

“My purchase decisions are mainly based upon price and suitability for my body shape 

rather than any consideration for ethical or sustainable purchasing.  I would not pay 

more for sustainably sourced clothing … unless it was on offer!”  

Her weight-related concerns thus help explain her unwillingness to pay more for ethical clothes 

despite her readiness to invest in an environmentally friendly car and pay more for an energy 

supplier.  Similarly, frugality and dieting were enduring life themes (Mick and Buhl, 1992) for 

David and meant he had not been able to enact his behavioural intent to purchase more 

durable clothes.   

 

Both Gwen and David introspected on how their consumption behaviour had been influenced 

by their socio-economic circumstances at different life and career stages, and these themes 

were explored in some of the other stories.  Claire for example explained that now was “… the 

first time in my life I’ve really had the money to spend on more expensive items instead of 

relying on cheap fast fashion” and Fran noted that “… when I was a student, ‘good’ brands 

were typically much more expensive and so were largely unaffordable.”  The relationship 

between affordability and economic progression was not always linear however, as evidenced 

in Emily’s story who described having a “disposable attitude” to clothes “when younger, with 

more disposable income.”  As she got older and more financially secure, she started to 

purchase more durable items, however pregnancy and motherhood had a moderating effect 

on these behaviours “… due to wanting to save any spare money to cover the decrease in 

salary I will face when on maternity leave.”   This suggests that socio-cultural factors such as 
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life themes, life projects (McCracken, 1987, Carrington et al., 2015) and personal and social 

roles (Solomon, 1983) exerted equal, if not greater, influence on perceptions of affordability 

than demographic factors such as age, income and employment. 

8.6.3 Experiential aspects 

Some of the experiential factors that acted as barriers and enablers to my own efforts to be 

an ethical fashion consumer were also evident in the consumption stories.  Beth for example 

explained that:  

“As much as I don’t really ‘care’ about fashion trends, or actively partake in fast fashion 

consumption trends, I do find myself responding emotionally to well-designed and 

intriguing shop fronts and floors...”  

and proceeded to describe visceral feelings evoked by the “newness” and “shininess” of shops 

selling clothes.  Whilst her increasing knowledge about sustainability helped her to combat 

these feelings in most situations, the urge to buy sometimes led her to make impulsive 

purchases without considering ethical factors.  This echoes the finding of Hiller and Woodhall 

(2019) that even highly rational ethically minded consumers often engaged in impulsive 

behaviour in such contexts.  Some of the pro-local behaviours revealed by Hywel were 

encouraged by the “care” and “advice” provided by staff in small retail stores however, similar 

to my experiences in the Oyster Clothing store, and David described an occasion where he 

visited a tailor in North Wales as “a truly lovely experience.”   

 

Emotional responses to discount stores, charity shops and online auction sites were more 

mixed.  Fran loved “hunting” for and “rescuing” items from TK Maxx and “nosing around in 

charity shops” in much the same way as Huopalainen and Satama (2020) enjoyed making 

“discoveries” in local flea markets, but Anton’s attachment to neatness and cleanliness 

prevented him from buying in second-hand stores.  This echoes my own introspection where 

I also revealed a reluctance to buy clothes over the internet because of concerns about fit and 

returning items.  However, these concerns were not shared by the other introspectors.  David 

found it much easier to buy larger sizes online, Emily had turned to the web for maternity wear, 

and Beth’s hatred of trying clothes on in store led her to do more of her shopping online despite 

her concerns about the environmental impact of such actions: 

“I cringe when my friends casually rejoice that they can easily just send what they don’t 

want back to, for example, ASOS.  On that basis, I don’t buy masses to try on at home 

and send back. I used to. I don’t any more. But I am conscious that I am still buying 

online, with its attendant environmental impacts, and my lack of knowledge of the 

socio-ecological credentials of the purchase.”  

Similar concerns were also raised by Iona:  
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“I have been known to browse items in shops, and then go online and see if I can get 

it elsewhere cheaper…. invariably, you can find promotional codes and vouchers, 

although this then means that shopping online increases road freight, which isn’t very 

ethical, so there’s a bit of a conflict there.”   

As I have argued elsewhere, online fashion retail presents a number of opportunities to 

improve the availability of ethical fashion and the ethical traceability of mainstream clothing 

(Roberts, 2013), and further research is therefore needed into the implications of the rise of 

online retailing on ethical fashion consumption.   

8.6.4 Structural barriers and enablers  

The introspections suggest that, whilst some had made ethical purchases, most were unable 

to detach themselves from the current unsustainable fashion market system in which they 

were embedded.   On the other hand, they pointed to a much greater awareness of – and 

wiliness to engage in – sustainable practices at the use and disposal life cycle stages.  Fran’s 

story illustrated the importance of structural barriers and enablers to such behaviour.  She 

described growing up Slovakia where:  

“… school and other socio-cultural institutions were instrumental in instilling 

sustainability into my fabric. From regular collections of paper for recycling at school 

to returnable glass bottles in shops.” 

In contrast, the absence of institutional support and recycling infrastructure severely limited 

her ability to adopt sustainable practices after moving to Oman.  This points to the need to 

look at ways to enable more sustainable consumption practices in emerging economies given 

the projected rise in clothing consumption in these countries over the next few decades 

(UNEP, 2020); and the difficulties experienced by Emily in establishing what to do with clothing 

at the end of their useful life suggest structural changes are also needed closer to home to 

enable ethically minded consumers to consume fashion in a more sustainable way.   
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8.7 Conclusion 

The consumption stories provided rich longitudinal data on the relationship between intentions 

and behaviours relating to fashion over time. Some of the consumer-researchers had made 

pro environmental, social and/or local purchases, but the main way they enacted ethical intent 

was by adopting slow fashion related practices.  These behaviours were shaped to an extent 

by enduring values and beliefs, but ethical attitudes and self-identity evolved over time.  

Acquisition of ethical knowledge did not always produce commensurate action, and many 

relied on heuristics to cope with gaps in their knowledge and to avoid being overwhelmed by 

too much information.  The views of referent others and socio-cultural norms were key 

influencing factors and fashion consumption behaviours were highly habitual; however, socio-

historic factors such as changing jobs, parenthood and moving to a new country sometimes 

led habits to change.  Clothes were used to construct a social self and to perform different 

roles, and a search for moral self-coherence led some to embark on a meta life project to align 

their consumption with their values.  In contrast, others were able to cope with inconsistencies 

in their behaviour and were happy to perform multiple, contradictory roles.  Availability and 

affordability concerns were key influencing factors for some, and other behaviours were 

shaped by experiential aspects and the rise of online retail; and structural factors such as the 

availability of recycling infrastructure influenced the extent to which participants were able to 

engage in sustainable practices.  
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CHAPTER 9:  DISCUSSION  

9.1 Introduction 

The third and final stage of hermeneutic analysis recommended by Thompson (1997) involves 

deriving broader conceptual and managerial implications from the findings, and this is what I 

have focused upon in this chapter.  It is argued that researchers should draw explicitly on 

relevant ideas, concepts and frameworks from the literature at this stage to help define, 

sharpen and differentiate the themes (Cherrier, 2005a) and in order to derive a broader 

understanding of cultural, societal and historical processes from the analysis of the specific 

cases (Geertz, 1983).  Writing this chapter was therefore an iterative and interpretive process 

and involved moving back and forth between the literature review chapters and the themes 

identified during the analysis of my personal introspection and wardrobe and the other 

consumption narratives.   

 

The literature review revealed the extent to which Fishbein and Ajzen’s theoretical work has 

influenced conceptual thinking in the field of ethical consumerism (EC).  Whilst I have argued 

throughout the thesis that the ethical concerns and behaviours of interest relating to fashion 

are too complex to be reduced into small, testable propositions, I did consider the Theory of 

Planned Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) to be a good starting point for this conceptual stage 

of analysis as behavioural, cognitive, socio-cultural and structural aspects are captured to an 

extent by the Attitude (A), Subjective Norm (SN), Perceived Behavioural Control (PBC), 

Behavioural Intention (BI) and Behaviour (B) constructs.  As Shaw and Clarke (1999) have 

highlighted, however, the influence of ethical information is largely neglected in the model, and 

I therefore explored the interplay between Ethical Knowledge (K) and the other variables.  One 

of the other main criticisms levelled against the TPB is that it focuses too much on internal 

mental processes and neglects elements in the external environment that may influence 

intentions and behaviours.  I therefore looked at broader Socio-cultural Norms (ScN) drawing 

on Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) which has been used elsewhere in the literature to 

generate new insights and to extend existing theoretical formulations (Arnould and Thompson, 

2005).  Finally, Carrington et al. (2010) called for a greater focus on factors that moderate the 

translation of Ethical Behavioural Intention (EBI) into Actual Ethical Behaviour (AEB), and I 

therefore explored how behaviours and practices were influenced by Actual Attitudes (AA), 

Actual Knowledge (AK), the Socio-cultural Context (ScC) and degrees of Actual Behavioural 

Control (ABC).    
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I begin the chapter by addressing the first objective of the study, which was “to explore how 

ethical behavioural intentions relating to fashion form and develop over time” and the sub-

objectives relating to cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural 

antecedents to the formation of EBI.  I then address the second objective of the study which 

was “to evaluate how cognitive, informational, socio-cultural and structural factors enable and 

impede the translation of ethical behavioural intentions into actual ethical fashion consumption 

behaviours over time.”  I highlight the areas of the literature that I have spoken to in these 

sections and outline how I have sought to plug any gaps.  Following this, I present a new 

Theory of Actual Behaviour that brings together my conceptual thinking and seeks to bridge 

the psychology-culture divide in the literature.  My third research objective – “to identify ways 

for policymakers and practitioners to enable, encourage and catalyse ethical fashion 

consumption behaviours” – is then addressed in the section that follows where I discuss the 

managerial and policy implications of the research.  Finally, I address the fourth objective 

which was to “to evaluate the usefulness and effectiveness of introspective methods for 

studying (ethical) consumption behaviours” and discuss the methodological implications of the 

study.   
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9.2 Intention and its Antecedents   

My first objective was “to explore how ethical behavioural intentions relating to fashion form 

and develop over time.”  The economic stream of literature has focused on intention to 

purchase – and willingness to pay more for – items with an enhanced ethical attribute such as 

organic and sweatshop-free clothing (e.g. Dickson, 2001, Hustvedt and Bernard, 2010).  

Similarly, most studies in the psychological strand of literature have focused on intentions 

pertaining to a limited number of ethical issues – for example sweatshop avoidance and slow 

fashion – and on the acquisition life-cycle stage (e.g. Shaw et al., 2007, Sung and Woo, 2019).  

This tendency to focus on a single ethical dimension and stage is a limitation because ethical 

fashion is a multidimensional construct (Reimers et al., 2016) and because many 

environmental and socio-economic concerns relate to the use and disposal stages 

(Environmental Justice Foundation, 2012, Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, UNEP, 2020).   

A further limitation is that most researchers have focused on intentions at a single point in 

time, leading to calls for longitudinal research into how consumer intentions evolve and change 

over time (e.g. McNeill and Moore, 2015, Hassan et al., 2016). 

 

This study addressed these gaps in the literature by looking at intention towards a broader 

range of behaviours at the acquisition stage, including pro-local, pro-social and pro-

environmental purchasing.  I also looked at intentions to participate in slow and collaborative 

consumption practices at the product use and disposal stages, and at how all of these 

behaviours evolved over time.   As highlighted in Chapter 6, my own intentions were limited to 

purchasing new, pro-social clothing in the early days but subsequently broadened to include 

practices such as reduced consumption and energy use – and my intentions toward these 

latter behaviours became stronger than toward ethical purchasing as the years went by.  

Similarly, other participants in the study focused on behaviours such as buying fewer, better-

quality items and introspected on how their intentions evolved over time.  Crucially, our 

intentions were also influenced by past behaviours and experiences.  The study therefore 

contributes to knowledge by taking a more holistic, longitudinal and cyclical approach to the 

study of behavioural intentions and points to the need for other researchers to adopt a similar 

approach.   

9.2.1 Cognitive antecedents 

My first sub-objective relating to intent was “to explore the relationship between cognitive 

ethical evaluations and behavioural intentions relating to fashion” (Objective 1a).  Most 

quantitative researchers in the field have drawn on Fishbein and/or Ajzen’s work and focused 

on the role of attitudes (Fishbein, 1963, 1967, Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, Ajzen and Fishbein, 



 

228 
 

1980, Ajzen, 1991).  The construct was operationalised using rating questions where 

participants were asked to indicate whether their attitude towards a product with a particular 

ethical attribute was favourable or unfavourable.  However, there are a number of limitations 

to this approach.  Attitude has been defined as “a person’s consistently favourable or 

unfavourable evaluations, feelings and tendencies toward an object or an idea” (Kotler et al., 

2017, p. 153) but consistency cannot be measured when data is collected at a single point in 

time.  Human evaluations, feelings and tendencies are complex and cannot be explored in 

depth using Likert-type scales.  The tendency to focus on a single idea such as environmental 

responsibility or slow fashion is a further limitation as it does not allow for exploration of how 

consumers balance and trade-off different ethical issues.  These limitations have been 

addressed in part by qualitative researchers who have explored related concepts such as 

ethical concern (Shaw et al., 2006), evaluations (Hassan et al., 2013), feelings and tendencies 

(Ritch, 2015) and opinions (West et al., 2021).  However, few studies have looked specifically 

at the meaningfulness of the attitudes construct in the context of ethical fashion.  

 

This study sought to address these gaps in the literature by looking at my attitude toward 

various ethical issues at different life stages.  My attitude toward sweatshop free fashion was 

consistently favourable but my evaluations of environmentally friendly products were mixed, 

and issues relating to collaborative consumption and animal welfare did not resonate with me.  

My feelings and tendencies toward reduced consumption and energy use became more 

favourable as the years went by, but my attitude toward second-hand clothing remained 

negative despite being supportive of the idea.  Contradictory patterns were also evident in the 

other introspections and some of the participants revealed strong positive attitudes toward 

sustainability in other life domains but not in relation to fashion.  This points to a need to 

distinguish between general attitudes toward ethical ideas and actual attitude(s) toward 

specific objects (see the discussion on Actual Attitudes later in the chapter) and for more 

research into how attitudes evolve over time.    

 

The TPB model builds on earlier work by Fishbein where he argued that a person’s attitude 

was the function of two factors: their behavioural beliefs about the object or idea and their 

evaluation of the probable outcome(s) of behaving in a certain way (Fishbein, 1963, 1967).  

This is supported to an extent by my findings as deontological beliefs about the inherent 

rightness of social and environmental responsibility – and teleological evaluations of the 

probable consequences of different courses of action – were evident in both my own and the 

other narratives.  However, our attitudes were also shaped by some of the other cognitive 

variables that have been tested and/or explored in both the psychological and cultural streams 

of literature.   Enduring altruistic, biospheric and egoistic values (Stern et al., 1993, 1999, 
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Stern, 2000) played a contributory role, although not all of the 56 universal values identified 

by Schwartz (1992, 1994) were relevant – and the predictive power of the 10 value types and 

4 value dimensions were limited.  My self-identification as an ethical fashion consumer 

strengthened my attitudes and intentions toward ethical fashion during some life stages and 

ethical consumerism became an enduring theme in my life (Mick and Buhl, 1992), although 

self-criticality led both myself and other contributors to question our own degree of ethicality 

and dented our perceptions about the effectiveness of individual action on our behalf.  A 

search for inner harmony between our ethical beliefs, values and consumption sometimes 

positively influenced our attitudes and intentions and items acquired under such conditions 

were a source of positive emotions and carried additional meanings.  However, failure to find 

consistency could evoke negative emotions and cause cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 

1957).  In some cases, this led to the adoption of coping (Valor et al., 2018) and/or 

neutralisation (Sykes and Matza, 1957) strategies such re-evaluating the problem, trading-off 

different ethics (Jägel et al., 2012) and deradicalization (Valor et al., 2018).  In other cases, it 

led both myself and others to embark on a conscious meta life project to find consistency 

between our ethical beliefs, attitudes and behaviour (Carrington et al., 2015).  This points to 

the need for researchers to draw on a broader range of concepts from both the psychological 

and cultural strands of literature when looking at cognitive aspects of ethical (fashion) 

consumption. 

9.2.2 Informational antecedents 

My second sub-objective relating to intent sought “to explore the relationship between ethical 

awareness, understanding and knowledge and behavioural intentions relating to fashion” 

(Objective 1b).  Shaw and Clarke (1999) highlighted the need to clarify what influence ethical 

information had on other TPB variables, and whilst there have been few attempts to address 

this call in the broader EC literature, this aspect has received more attention in the ethical 

fashion literature.  Most studies theorised knowledge to be an indirect antecedent to intent and 

assumed the relationship to be moderated by Attitudes, Subjective Norms and/or Perceived 

Behavioural Control (e.g. Kang et al., 2013, Bong Ko and Jin, 2017, Su et al., 2019).  The 

relationship was tested by asking participants to rate their level of knowledge about the focal 

ethical issue, although there were problems with some of the statements and scales that were 

used to measure the variable.  Participants in the studies also often had low levels of 

awareness and understanding of the issues and behaviours being studied, thus reducing the 

meaningfulness of the subsequent analysis of the relationship between knowledge and other 

variables, and knowledge was measured at a single moment in time.   Kim et al. (2012) were 

the only researchers to test the relationship between knowledge and behavioural intention, 
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but this was only in relation to information provided on the two stimuli webpages, whereas 

interpretative research have demonstrated that consumers acquired knowledge from a range 

of personal, commercial, public and experiential sources of information over time (Hiller and 

Woodall, 2019, Huopalainen and Satama, 2020).   

 

This study sought to address these gaps in extant literature by exploring what influence ethical 

information from different sources had on the other TPB constructs, and I was able to do this 

by drawing on the lived experiences of a sample of consumers with varying levels of ethical 

knowledge relating to fashion.  In my case, a growing awareness and understanding of issues 

relating working conditions in garment factories contributed to the formation of a positive 

attitude towards sweatshop avoidance, whereas my lack of awareness of collaborative 

consumption meant I did not form attitudes toward these practices.  A lack of awareness and 

understanding of the fibre production and garment care life stages also appeared to impede 

the formation of attitudes by others.  Press and social media stories about labour violations 

and climate change had a normative influence on my behaviour, and similar examples were 

evident in Katherine’s description of how she stopped wearing fur following media reporting 

on the issue.  Difficulties in accessing ethical information negatively influenced my perceptions 

of control and had a similar effect on Fran amongst others; and past consumption experiences 

were another key source of information and influenced A, SN, PBC and future BI.     

 

There were, however, examples throughout my narrative of Ethical Knowledge (K) directly 

influencing my intentions.  Here, education was a key underlying factor, for example it was 

learning about CSR and ethical consumerism whilst completing an MBA in 2006 that first 

motivated me to make pro-ethical purchases.  The broadening of my knowledge over 

subsequent years directly led to the formation of intention toward other slow fashion and harm 

reduction behaviours, and the acquisition of ethical knowledge by Beth, Claire and Emily were 

instrumental in the development of ethical BI.  My level of ethical knowledge remained high 

post 2013 despite my deradicalization, the reduced normative ethical influences on my 

behaviour and my weakening perceptions of behavioural control.  This suggests that K should 

be treated as an independent variable and a direct antecedent to BI within the TPB framework 

alongside A, SN and PBC.   

9.2.3 Socio-cultural antecedents 

My third sub-objective was “to explore how ethical behavioural intentions relating to fashion 

are shaped by the socio-cultural and historic context” (Objective 1c).  Socio-cultural aspects 

have received less attention in the economic and psychological strands of literature; however, 
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a number of studies found norms excreted a greater influence on ethical BI toward fashion 

than other products because of the high sign value and social role of clothing (e.g. Han and 

Chung, 2014, Bong Ko and Jin, 2017).  These influences were typically tested using the 

Subjective Norm construct, which in turn was theorised to be the function of beliefs about what 

important others think an individual should do (i.e. Injunctive Norms) and a person’s motivation 

to comply (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980).  Most of the reviewed studies 

used statements about the influence of ‘important’ others in general however, and Joung and 

Park‐Poaps (2013) were the only researchers to test the relative influence of different groups.  

A further limitation is that only Kim et al. (2012) and Hassan et al. (2016) tested the influence 

of beliefs about how others actually behaved (i.e. Descriptive Norms) despite the fact that 

following trends is a key aspect of fashion consumption.  These limitations were addressed in 

part in the interpretive literature, but here researchers often focused on the influence of a 

narrow set of others such as family members and/or professional colleagues (e.g. Connell, 

2010, Ritch, 2014) which limited the scope to compare the relative influence of different social 

groups. 

 

I sought to address these gaps in the literature by looking at the influence of a broader set of 

referent others – including family, friends, peers and other influencers – and at both descriptive 

and injunctive norms over an extended timeframe.  Analysis of both my own and the other 

introspections revealed we were more motivated to comply with some people than others and 

that these normative pressures varied at different life stages – and in different life domains.  

Parents exerted a strong influence on our intentions during childhood and adolescence; many 

of us were influenced by ‘peer pressure’ to wear the ‘right’ brands in our twenties; the views 

of professional colleagues influenced our choice of workwear; membership of various groups, 

societies and communities influenced our intentions toward casualwear; and the behaviour of 

sports personalities influenced our choice of sportswear.  This highlights the need to measure 

and/or explore the relative importance of different groups, to look at both descriptive and 

injunctive norms, and to adopt a longitudinal approach to the study of socio-cultural aspects 

of consumption.   

 

As Consumer Culture Theorists have argued, consumption is grounded in the cultural context 

in which it takes place (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) and a number of the socio-cultural 

influences identified in the interpretive literature were evident in our narratives.  These included 

upbringing (Hiller and Woodall, 2019), national culture (Eckhardt et al., 2010), sub-cultures 

(Schouten and McAlexander, 1995, Quester et al., 2006) and broader societal norms relating 

to gender, bodies and weight (Mellander and McIntyre, 2021).  Our shopping behaviours were 

highly habitual, with many of us routinely purchasing from a small set of preferred retailers 
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(Hiller and Woodall, 2019), and we laundered and/or disposed of clothing in a set way (Fisher 

et al., 2008).  However, habits could change as a result of life changes (Hiller and Woodall, 

2019) and life changing events (Cherrier, 2005a, Carrington et al., 2015) for example changing 

jobs, moving to a new country and as a result of pregnancy.  The broader socio-historical 

context also had a normative effect, for example media stories about working conditions, 

climate change and the fur trade.  Some of our EBI could also be explained by a desire to 

construct a social self (Sirgy, 1982, Solomon, 1983) and to symbolise a moral identity to others 

(Legere and Kang, 2020), whereas some of the contractions in our behaviours were due to 

the fact we performed multiple roles to different audiences (Carrington et al., 2015, 

Huopalainen and Satama, 2020). 

9.2.4 Situational and structural antecedents   

My final sub-objective relating to intent focused on situational and structural factors as I sought 

“to explore how ethical behavioural intentions relating to fashion are shaped by perceptions of 

behavioural control” (Objective 1d).  It is the Perceived Behavioural Control construct that has 

been mainly used in the psychological strand of literature to measure the impact of situational 

and structural factors on intent, and Ajzen (1991) conceptualised PBC as a person’s beliefs 

about whether they had the necessary opportunities, resources and power to perform the 

action of interest.  There were inconsistencies, however, in the way PBC was measured.  

Some researchers used general statements about the ease/difficulty of undertaking the focal 

behaviour (e.g. Shaw et al., 2007, Becker-Leifhold, 2018) whilst others used more specific 

statements relating to availability, affordability and convenience (e.g. Kang et al., 2013).  The 

studies relied on hypothetical future scenarios such as purchasing organic items (Kang et al., 

2013) and renting clothing (Becker-Leifhold, 2018) and participants often had little or no 

experience of performing these behaviours in the past, thus reducing the meaningfulness of 

the subsequent analysis of the relationship between PBC and the other TPB variables.  

Interpretive researchers addressed this problem to an extent by asking participants to describe 

past consumption experiences, but as discussed, most focused on a limited number of ethical 

issues and/or product life-cycle stages.    

 

I sought to address these limitations by exploring how perceptions about availability, 

affordability and convenience of purchasing ethical fashion – and about the ease or difficulty 

of adopting other sustainable practices – shaped my intentions over time.  Analysis of my 

consumption narrative and other textual and textile materials revealed that I believed it would 

be relatively easy to be an ethical consumer at the start of my journey in 2006 when my 

conceptualisation of ethical consumerism was limited to pro-ethical purchasing – and when I 
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had easy access to such products at Oyster Clothing.   I also believed that my actions as an 

individual, sovereign consumer could make a difference, and that retailers would take action 

if a sufficient number of consumers put pressure on them to do so using their purchasing votes 

(Dickinson, 1991).  My PBC decreased over subsequent years however as I became aware 

of other social, environmental and economic concerns relating to fashion, and continued 

reports of labour violations in the industry dented my perceptions about the effectiveness of 

individual action on my behalf (Kang et al., 2013).   

 

When it came to the other introspectors, a perception that ethical options were not available 

in the right sizes put David off even considering such items, whilst a perception that ethical 

clothes were expensive was a barrier to the formation of ethical BI by Anton, Gwen and Iona.  

Negative perceptions about the effectiveness of individual action were also evident in David’s 

story who believed sustainable practice should happen at a systemic level.  Participants had 

more positive levels of PBC relating to slow fashion and harm avoidance behaviours however, 

and this was also evident in my own narrative during later life stages.  I came to view reduced 

consumption, sustainable laundry practices and recycling as effective and achievable ways of 

addressing sustainability concerns, although a perception that some of these behaviours were 

time consuming was sometimes a barrier (Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).  A lack of 

necessary skills meant that my Internal PBC (Bong Ko and Jin, 2017) was also low in relation 

to making and mending my own clothes, and my intention towards these behaviours was weak 

as a result.   
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9.3 Moderating Influences on Behaviour 

The second objective of the study was “to evaluate how cognitive, informational, socio-cultural 

and structural factors enable and impede the translation of ethical behavioural intentions into 

actual ethical fashion consumption behaviours over time.”  Sales data are the primary unit of 

measurement used in economic research when looking at behaviour, and disappointing sales 

of ‘ethical’ products led some to question the integrity of consumer claims to care about social 

and environmental responsibility (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001, Devinney et al., 2010).  This lack 

of consistency between stated concerns and actual behaviour was often referred to as the 

‘intention-behaviour gap’ (Carrington et al., 2010) and preoccupied many researchers in the 

field.  However, whilst the psychological stream of literature focused a great deal of attention 

on identifying and testing antecedents to ethical intent, only a handful of researchers 

measured the extent to which this intent translated into actual ethical behaviour.  Hassan et 

al. (2016) were the only researchers to do so in the field of fashion, and they found two-thirds 

of their sample of ethical consumers had not made “sweatshop free” purchases over a six-

week period after indicating their intention to do so in a survey.  They did not ask participants 

if they had made other types of pro-ethical purchases however, or if they had engaged in 

practices such as reduced consumption and energy use.  Interpretive studies focused more 

on past behaviour and revealed levels of ethical fashion purchasing to be low even amongst 

highly motivated ethical consumers; however, many of these studies pointed to the emergence 

of slow and collaborative fashion consumption behaviours and often found them to be more 

prevalent (e.g. Hassan et al., 2013, Ritch, 2014, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).  One of the 

limitations of these studies is that they relied on interview methods and recollections of past 

behaviours, and only a handful of studies used observational methods (e.g. Fisher et al., 2008, 

Maldini et al., 2019, West et al., 2021) to measure and/or explore actual behaviours at the 

acquisition, possession and disposition stages of consumption (Arnould and Thompson, 

2005).     

 

This study sought to address these gaps in extant literature by looking at factors that 

moderated the translation of Ethical Behavioural Intention into Actual Ethical Behaviour over 

time.  To do this, I needed to look at both ethical and unethical behaviours, and the contents 

of my own wardrobe proved to be a rich source of longitudinal data about my actual behaviours 

over an extended period.  I introspected on the extent to which I perceived each item to be 

ethical at the time of acquisition and found this to be the case with over a third of the items.  

Magnuson et al. (2017) argued that clothing needed to have an ethical dimension relating to 

environmental responsibility, employee welfare, animal welfare and slow fashion for 

consumers to regard them as ‘ethical’, however my findings do not support this.  I often 
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perceived items with positive attributes relating to one or two of these dimensions to be ethical, 

especially clothing made under good working conditions, and only one item had positive 

attributes in all four dimensions – a woollen tank top knitted by my mother (see Figure 7).  

Analysis of the other introspections in turn revealed perceptions of ethicality were subjective 

and varied between consumers, for example environmental responsibility was the main 

dimension of interest for Hywel, local manufacture was the key ethical concern for Anton and 

Claire, and Fran perceived clothes purchased from TK Maxx to be ethical because she was 

“… rescuing stylish clothes that would otherwise be dumped and burnt.”     

 

Many of the participants introspected on situations where their ethical intent had not translated 

into actual ethical behaviours, including some of the most ethically minded fashion consumers 

amongst the sample.  Similarly, I did not perceive over half of the items in my wardrobe to be 

ethical at the time of acquisition.  This therefore illustrates the need for research to focus on 

cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural factors that moderate the 

translation of intent into actual ethical behaviour.     

9.3.1 Actual Attitude(s)  

My first sub-objective relating to behaviour focused on cognitive aspects and sought “to 

explore the relationship between cognitive ethical evaluations and actual fashion consumption 

behaviours” (Objective 2a).  Considerable attention has been devoted in the psychological 

literature to cognitive antecedents to intent, but few of these studies have looked at how mental 

reasoning moderated the translation of this intent into actual fashion consumption behaviour.  

Part of the problem lies in the fact that most of the studies that tested the TPB model measured 

attitudes towards ideas rather than objects; and whilst Kim et al. (2012) overcame this in part 

by measuring attitudes towards two hypothetical pairs of jeans using two retail pages as 

stimuli, the contrived nature of the task reduced the ecological validity of the study.  A number 

of interpretive studies explored how consumers balanced and traded-off ethical and non-

ethical issues and attributes at the purchase stage (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, Jägel et al., 2012, 

Hassan et al., 2013), but here again the researchers did not look at attitudes towards specific 

objects.   And whilst the sample wardrobe studies measured and/or explored feelings and 

tendencies towards various clothing possessions, none of them looked specifically at the role 

of attitudes (Maldini et al., 2019, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021, West et al., 2021).   

 

This study has sought to address these gaps in the literature by looking at Actual Attitudes 

(AA) toward individual clothing possessions.  My most favourable feelings and tendencies 

were toward garments produced under good working conditions, and these were strengthened 
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when they had other ethical attributes, for example good environmental credentials.  I also 

had a positive attitude toward some brands such as Timberland and M&S because of their 

sustainability efforts.  Even then, I could have a more positive attitude toward certain items 

from the same retailer than for others, for example my attitude toward an M&S jacket made 

from British tweed was stronger than toward other items from the same company because it 

had an additional attribute that I perceived to be ethical.  My AA toward brands could also 

change as it did in the case of Nike when I became aware they disclosed information about all 

their supplier factories.  

 

The interplay between ethical and non-ethical attributes identified in the literature (e.g. Jägel 

et al., 2012, Magnuson et al., 2017) was also evident in my introspection.  My positive attitude 

toward certain labels such as Ralph Lauren sometimes trumped any ethical attitudes, whilst 

product fit, performance and durability were key considerations when it came to items such as 

workwear and sportswear.  This was also the case with many of the other participants, and 

cost was a further consideration as ethical items still needed to offer value for money.  Past 

behaviour played a contributory role as positive attitudes were reinforced when we had a good 

experience of a product or brand, and this led to repeat purchasing of Timberland shoes by 

myself and British made work dresses by Claire.  Positive AA also led us to take greater care 

of products and to keep them for longer because they carried additional meanings (Maldini et 

al., 2019, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021), thus pointing to the need for researchers to look at 

Actual Attitudes towards behaviours and practices at the product use and disposal stages. 

9.3.2 Actual knowledge 

My second sub-objective relating to behaviour focused on informational aspects and sought 

“to explore the relationship between ethical information and knowledge and actual fashion 

consumption behaviours” (Objective 2b).   Lack of ethical information and labelling at the point-

of-purchase has often been cited as a barrier to the transition of intent into behaviour in the 

economic stream of literature (e.g. De Pelsmacker et al., 2005b, Worcester and Dawkins, 

2005) and a number of studies have identified demand for social labels in the fashion sector 

(e.g. Dickson, 2001, 2005, Hustvedt et al., 2008).  As others have argued, however, the fact 

that consumers indicate in surveys that they desire such information does not mean they will 

necessarily use it when faced with choices in actual retail settings (Schaefer and Crane, 2005, 

Thøgersen, 2005).  In the psychological strand of literature, Hassan et al. (2016) found lack of 

information to be the main barrier to the translation of BI into actual sweatshop avoidance 

amongst participants with BI to do so, and participants in a number of interpretive studies 

described similar difficulties accessing the information they needed to make informed choices 
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(e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, Hassan et al., 2013, Ritch, 2014).   Markkula and Moisander (2012) 

have questioned this narrative however, arguing that consumers now have easy access to 

extensive information on social and environmental responsibility on the web and elsewhere.  

They identified a ‘knowledge-to-action gap’ where participants continued to consume in an 

unsustainable way despite being aware of the problems, and others found examples of wilful 

ignorance (Ehrich and Irwin, 2005) where consumers deliberately avoided looking too closely 

at the social and environmental records of their favourite brands or retailers in case it led to 

feelings of guilt and anxiety (e.g. Valor, 2007, Ritch, 2020).   

 

I was able to explore these themes in more depth in this study by looking at how actual ethical 

information gathered from personal, commercial, public and experiential sources (Kotler and 

Armstrong, 2005) influenced my actual fashion consumption behaviour over time.  There were 

examples in my wardrobe of purchases that were stimulated by the availability of ethical labels, 

for example Fairwear accredited Jack Wolfskin products, and the absence of such cues was 

a genuine barrier to the translation of EBI into AEB in a number of other cases.  Incomplete 

and conflicting information could be a source of confusion and uncertainty (Markkula and 

Moisander, 2012, Hassan et al., 2013), for example in relation to an M&S jacket where no 

labelling was available on ethical aspects other than fibre production.  However, information 

overload (Shaw and Clarke, 1999, De Pelsmacker and Janssens, 2007) was also a barrier 

during some life stages as I became overwhelmed by knowledge acquired from multiple 

sources, and this led me to choose to remain wilfully ignorant about certain brands and 

retailers.   

 

Similar themes emerged from the analysis of the other narratives, especially amongst the most 

ethically informed amongst the sample.  Beth found the time required to make ethically 

informed purchases to be a barrier, Fran was put off by conflicting reports about the ethical 

credentials of different brands, and Emily experienced difficulties in establishing what to do 

with clothing at the end of their useful life.  Anton was sceptical of some of the claims made 

about eco and vegan leather, whilst others relied on heuristics (Simon, 1957) despite 

recognising that they were often unreliable. This illustrates the need to look at Actual 

Knowledge rather than just the availability of labels and other cues, and at how information is 

communicated with – and interpreted by – consumers. 

9.3.3 The socio-cultural context  

My third sub-objective sought “to explore how the translation of ethical behavioural intentions 

into actual ethical consumption behaviours is shaped by the socio-cultural and historic context” 
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(Objective 2c).  This aspect of consumption has been largely neglected over the years in the 

psychological stream of consumer behaviour literature because of the reliance on survey and 

experimental methods where data is collected away from natural social settings (Crane, 1999, 

Carrington et al., 2010).  A notable exception is the work by Belk and colleagues who studied 

consumers in situ in a range of natural shopping environments as part of their Consumer 

Odyssey project (Belk et al., 1988, Belk, 1991) but only limited use has been made of such 

methods in the EC literature.  Carrington et al. (2010) suggested that this could be addressed 

by incorporating a Situational Context measure into the TPB drawing on a taxonomy 

developed by Belk (1975).  The problem with this approach however is that Belk’s (Ibid.) 

taxonomy includes cognitive factors such as momentary mood and anxiety and control factors 

such as time restrictions and information availability in addition to social factors such as who 

was present at the time of consumption.  A multidimensional measure of this nature does not 

sit comfortably therefore in the TPB framework because cognitive, social and control factors 

are treated as separate variables (Attitude, Subjective Norm and Perceived Behavioural 

Control) elsewhere in the model.     

 

I sought to address this problem by exploring to what socio-cultural and socio-historic factors 

had the most influence on the translation of our ethical behavioural intentions into actual 

behaviours and practices that we considered to be ethical.  My initial conceptual thinking was 

that the addition of a Socio-cultural Context construct could be a means of measuring the 

influence of socio-historic factors such as public consciousness and concern about an issue 

at the time.  I found evidence to support this as there were examples in the narratives of 

behaviour being influenced factors such as press reports about labour violations and climate 

change.  I also considered including an alternative Actual Socio-Cultural Norms construct and 

focusing on factors such as interpersonal interactions at the time of acquisition.  Here again, 

there were examples to support this in our narratives, for example supportive staff at Oyster 

Clothing were one of the reasons why I purchased there, and others including Beth and Gwen 

described how their partners and children influenced their behaviour and practices.     

 

The main socio-cultural factor that moderated the translation of EBI into AEB in my case 

however was what role each item was used to perform (Solomon, 1983).  Some items were 

acquired specifically to symbolise a moral identity to others (Legere and Kang, 2020), notably 

the pro-ethical T-shirts that I purchased from 2007 – 2011 (see Figure 10), whilst others were 

used to perform roles with no ethical dimension, for example sportswear worn at the gym.  

There were similar examples in the other introspections relating to fashion and in other life 

domains:  Beth bought ethical gifts for friends and Gwen had purchased an electric car to 

symbolise her moral identity; Claire’s dresses were primarily bought to establish her credibility 
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as a lecturer at the start of her career, although they also had an ethical dimension; Hywel 

acquired conspicuously Welsh products to symbolise his Welshness, and some of these items 

had an ethical dimension whilst others did not; and it was performing the role of a “cycling 

peacock” that motivated Jeremy to buy specialist cyclewear, although some of these items 

were ethically sourced.  The incorporation of a Socio-cultural Role(s) (ScR) measure or 

construct therefore presents a means to capture multiple socio-cultural influences on actual 

behaviour and could help explain some of the ‘intention-behaviour’ gap identified elsewhere 

in the literature.   

9.3.4 Actual behavioural control 

My final sub-objective was “to explore how the translation of ethical behavioural intentions into 

ethical consumption behaviours is shaped by degrees of actual behavioural control” (Objective 

2d).  Numerous researchers have argued that, whilst consumers may have genuine intention 

to behave ethically, there may be situational and structural barriers to the translation of these 

intentions into action (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, Hiller, 2010).  Carrington et al. (2010) proposed 

adding an Actual Behavioural Control (ABC) variable to the to the TPB model to measure 

these moderating effects, but Hassan et al. (2016) were the only researchers in the 

psychological stream of literature to test such a variable – and this was only in relation to 

sweatshop avoidance.   Interpretive researchers in turn explored the influence factors such as 

product availability (e.g. Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004, Connell, 2010), affordability (e.g. Shaw et 

al., 2006, Ritch and Brownlie, 2016) and convenience (e.g. Ritch, 2014, Wiederhold and 

Martinez, 2018).  Many of these studies relied on recollections of past behaviour, however, 

without looking at actual purchases, and did not explore barriers to ethical behaviours at the 

product use and disposal stages.   

 

I sought to address these gaps in the literature by exploring how availability, affordability and 

convenience concerns affected my actual consumption behaviour over time and by comparing 

my experiences with the other consumer-researchers.  Ethical clothing was readily available 

in my case from 2007-09 at Oyster Clothing, but a lack of ethical alternatives in the mainstream 

locations where I usually shopped was a barrier to the translation of EBI into AEB over the 

years that followed, especially in relation to workwear.  Similarly, Anton found it difficult to find 

ethical designer clothing, David found it difficult to find larger sizes, and Fran was not able to 

access ethical alternatives whilst living in Oman.  Affordability was a barrier to Claire when 

she was younger, for Fran when she was a student, and for Emily during her maternity leave, 

but price sensitivity and a perception that pro-ethical clothing were expensive was more of a 

barrier for others.   
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Slow fashion and harm-avoidance related behaviours were often influenced by structural 

enablers and barriers to ethical consumption.  In my case, easier access to an energy efficient 

washing machine and convenient recycling helped me to adopt such behaviours in later years, 

but a lack of access to clothing rental and mending facilities were a limiting factor.  A lack of 

recycling infrastructure was a key barrier for Fran whilst living in Oman, illustrating how 

consumers could not always act in the way they intended because of structural barriers. Both 

perceived and actual behavioural control were also influenced by experiential aspects 

(Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982) such as the (in)convenience of online shopping and the 

aroma and layout of second-hand stores. 
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9.4 A Theory of Actual Behaviour 

As discussed, conceptual thinking in the psychological strand of literature has been heavily 

influenced by Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behaviour, whilst interpretive studies have 

drawn on Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) and theoretical ideas from 

the fields of sociology, anthropology and culture studies.  My contention in this study, however, 

is that a holistic, integrative approach is needed to address complex, multifaceted problems 

such as the ethics of consumption.  I am therefore presenting a new Theory of Actual 

Behaviour that brings together the main theoretical findings from the study and conceptual 

thinking from elsewhere – and that seeks to bridge the psychology-culture divide in the 

literature.   

 

I developed the structural diagram in Figure 13 in an inductive and iterative way during the 

inter-case and conceptual and stages of analysis as I moved back and forth between the 

consumption stories and existing concepts from the literature (Thompson, 1997, Cherrier, 

2005b).  The Aspects of Consumption depicted on the left were recurring themes in the data 

and these indirectly influenced the formation of Behavioural Intention (BI).  Some Internal 

Aspects such as values and beliefs have been widely tested in the field of social psychology, 

whilst others such as life themes and life projects have been explored in the socio-cultural 

literature, but the findings of this study suggest they are interrelated.  Informational Aspects 

included underlying levels of awareness and understanding of the issue or behaviour, and 

these were shaped by educational aspects and the ability of consumers to interpret and 

internalise information from multiple sources.  Extremal Aspects included the opinion and 

behaviour of important others such as family members, peers and public influences; however, 

socio-cultural norms were also shaped by other factors including upbringing, culture, habits, 

the historical context, product symbolism and the various roles performed by consumers.   

Intentions and behaviour were also influenced by Situational and Structural Aspects such as 

availability, affordability, convenience and the consumption experience, and by structural 

factors such as physical and institutional barriers and enablers to the behaviour(s) of interest.  

This in turn influenced cognitive perceptions about the effectiveness of different courses of 

action, and many aspects were also influenced by past Actual Behaviour (AB).    
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Figure 13: Proposed Theory of Actual Behaviour Framework 
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Studies that have tested the TPB model have found BI to be strongly influenced by Attitudes, 

and analysis of both my own and the other introspections supported this finding – and that the 

construct captured the key cognitive antecedents to BI.  Less attention has been paid to the 

role of information, but my analysis suggests Knowledge (K) can directly influence BI.  I also 

found the Subjective Norm construct to be too narrow and that intentions are influenced by 

both injunctive and descriptive norms, and I have therefore incorporated of a border Socio-

cultural Norms construct to capture broader social and cultural influences on BI.  The 

Perceived Behavioural Control construct in turn proved valuable despite the inclusion of a 

measure of Actual Behavioural Control (ABC) elsewhere in the framework as our BI was 

directly influenced by our beliefs about whether we had the necessary opportunities, resources 

and power to perform the focal behaviours.  All these constructs were in turn shaped by 

underlying Cognitive, Informational, Socio-cultural, Situational and Structural Aspects of 

consumption – and by actual past behaviour – and this points to the need for future research 

to consider a broader range of factors when testing or exploring how they are formed, drawing 

on constructs from both the psychological and cultural strands of literature.     

 

The Behavioural Intention construct was useful in terms of capturing willingness to engage in 

different behaviours at different life stages, although here again it was directly influenced by 

past behaviour in addition to the other four antecedents.  As discussed, there was often a 

significant gap between BI and Actual Behaviour as has been found elsewhere in the literature.  

Some of these discrepancies could be explained by our Actual Attitude(s) (AA) toward specific 

objects, practices and competing ethical and functional concerns and/or attributes. There were 

often gaps in Actual Knowledge (AK) due to inadequate information about products and 

practices, or due to our inability or unwillingness to process information from different sources.  

Products were used to perform Socio-cultural Roles and other practices had a symbolic 

dimension, and balancing different roles sometimes led to contradictory behaviours.  Degrees 

of Actual Behavioural Control were in turn dependent on situational factors such as availability, 

affordability and convenience, and on whether there were structural barriers and enablers to 

the translation of BI into AB at the acquisition, consumption, possession and disposition stages 

of consumption. 

 

The holistic and integrative nature of the proposed framework mean that a multi-staged and 

multi-method approach will be needed to test or explore its usefulness in empirical contexts.  

There are precedents for this in the literature, notably the Hassan et al. (2016) study where a 

questionnaire was used initially to identify consumers with ethical behavioural intent, followed 

by interviews six weeks later to capture data on factors that moderated the translation of BI 

into AB.  The influence of some of the Internal and External Aspects have already been tested 
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using survey methods, for example the role of values, labelling information, injunctive and 

descriptive norms, and perceptions about availability and affordability; some of the other 

constructs are exploratory, however, and need further exploration using interpretive 

approaches such as interviews and (auto)ethnographic methods.  Scales have already been 

developed to measure the Attitude and PBC constructs which could be used in future studies, 

but more meaningful and robust scales need to be developed before the role of Knowledge 

and Socio-cultural Norms can be tested using survey methods.  The moderating role of Actual 

Attitude(s), Actual Knowledge, Socio-cultural Role(s) and Actual Behavioural Control could in 

turn be tested or explored using (structured) interviews, however these later stages of the 

framework would also benefit from the use of observational and longitudinal methods.  A range 

of such methods have been used in the ethical consumerism literature including analysis of 

data on actual supermarket purchases (Hauser et al., 2013), accompanied shopping trips (e.g. 

Hiller, 2010, Carrington et al., 2015), shopping diaries (Newholm, 2005, Fisher et al., 2008), 

inventory-based wardrobe studies (e.g. Maldini et al., 2019), ethnographies (e.g. Szmigin et 

al., 2007, Chatzidakis et al., 2012) and introspection (e.g. Subrahmanyan et al., 2015).  Such 

approaches present new opportunities for addressing the calls in the literature for a shift in 

focus from planned to actual behaviour, and for a longitudinal approach to the study of the 

ethics of consumption (Carrington et al., 2010, Hassan et al., 2016).  Finally, whilst the focus 

of this study has been on ethical consumerism and fashion, the proposed theory and 

framework could potentially be used more widely in other fields to study how behavioural 

intentions, behaviours and practices are formed and evolve over time.    
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9.5 Managerial and Policy Implications 

The third research objective that I outlined in Chapter 1 was “to identify ways for policymakers 

and practitioners to enable, encourage and catalyse ethical (fashion) consumption 

behaviours” and the wording reveals the influence of Defra’s Framework for Sustainable 

Lifestyle (see Figure 14) on my thinking.  I had reviewed and utilised the framework in the past 

(e.g. Roberts, 2011) and it has also been widely used by policymakers and practitioners 

seeking to promote behavioural change in a number of contexts.  I therefore used it as an 

orientating frame during the final stage of the analysis to derive managerial implications from 

the findings (Thompson, 1997, Cherrier, 2005b).   

 

Figure 14: Defra’s Framework for Sustainable Lifestyle 

 

Source: Adapted from Defra (2011, p.26)   

 

9.5.1 Changing Behaviour 

Both my own and other introspections revealed genuine intention to make pro-ethical 

purchases, and that such acquisitions were a source of positive post-purchase emotions and 

feelings of accomplishment (Markkula and Moisander, 2012, Huopalainen and Satama, 2020).  

Our consumption behaviours were often habitual and stable, and we made repeat purchases 

from a small set of brand and retailers (Hiller and Woodall, 2019).  Ethical credentials were 

one of the attributes that contributed to brand loyalty, and they could also lead to long-term 

changes in purchase behaviour; for example, I regularly bought items from Marks and Spencer 
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over more than a decade following the launch of Plan A, and Fairwear Foundation 

accreditation by Jack Wolfskin led me to change my purchase consideration set when it came 

to outdoor wear.  This therefore illustrates the potential for retailers to create long term value 

and to gain competitive advantage by addressing sustainability issues (Ritch, 2020).   

 

My behaviours at the possession and disposition life cycle stages changed over the years as 

I adopted more slow fashion related and harm avoidance behaviours, and these changes were 

sustained over time.  Similar long-term changes in behaviour were also evident in the other 

narratives in relation to clothing utilisation and disposal, although many less sustainable 

practices were also evident in our narratives even though we were all ethically minded.  As 

highlighted in Chapter 1, many of the negative impacts of fashion are associated with use and 

disposal behaviours, and policymakers and practitioners therefore need to focus more on 

these life cycle stages and should take steps to engage and encourage consumers to adopt 

and sustain more sustainable practices. 

9.5.2 Changing Mindsets 

My analysis highlighted that, whilst both myself and the other participants had a positive 

attitude toward a number of ethical issues, our Actual Attitudes were also shaped by other 

attributes such as product design and price.  Retailers therefore need to ensure ethically 

marketed products are appealing in terms of branding, style and fashion appeal and should 

take steps to change perceptions that ethical clothes are expensive (Niinimäki, 2010, Jägel et 

al., 2012, Magnuson et al., 2017).  Interventions are also needed to reduce consumer focus 

on price, for example by highlighting the value for money of buying more durable items 

because of their longer lifespan (Allwood et al., 2006, Shaw et al., 2006). This in turn could 

help reduce feelings of dissonance and create value for both consumers and retailers.   

 

Many of us had internalised values relating to slow fashion and reduced resource use, but 

others were still wedded to fast fashion purchasing and unsustainable garment care habits.  

There is therefore a need to change consumer mindsets about clothing utilisation and laundry 

practices so that clothes are not washed and thrown away so frequently, and to change 

perceptions about cleanliness and second-hand clothing. 

9.5.3 Educating Consumers 

I identified gaps in my knowledge about the scale of the environmental impact when writing 

Chapter 1 despite my prolonged engagement in the field, and there also appeared to be low 

awareness and understanding of the impact at the fibre cultivation and production stage 
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amongst the other participants.  This echoes findings elsewhere in the literature (e.g. Fisher 

et al., 2008, Connell, 2010) and points to the need for public awareness and consumer 

education programmes relating to these issues.  The media, campaigning organisations, 

governments and responsible retailers could all contribute toward such activities, and 

exemplars such as Timberland and Patagonia are already actively engaging consumers about 

these issues.  More fact based information (Allwood et al., 2006) and greater transparency 

(Harris et al., 2016) is also needed in relation to garment supply chains, and retailers would 

benefit from working with trusted third party organisations such as the Fairwear Foundation to 

add to the credibility of such information and to overcome the scepticism revealed by some of 

the participants in this study and elsewhere (e.g. Joergens, 2006, Wiederhold and Martinez, 

2018).  This in turn would help improve the experience of ethically minded consumers who 

currently must put considerable effort into establishing the ethical credentials of different 

retailers.  However, as has been argued in the literature, care needs to be taken not to 

overload consumers with too much information (Tadajewski and Wagner-Tsukamoto, 2006, 

Hassan et al., 2013, Longo et al., 2019) as information overload led to paralysis in my case 

and dissuaded Fran from engaging with the issues relating to clothes.  Communicating 

information about complex supply chains such as fashion is challenging, however integrated 

in-store and online social labelling could be a potential solution as summary information could 

be provided in the form of a product hangtag, supplemented by more detailed information that 

consumers could retrieve as and when they required it  (Tadajewski and Wagner-Tsukamoto, 

2006, Roberts, 2013). 

 

There were further gaps in our understanding and knowledge in relation to some slow and 

harm avoidance behaviours.  In my case, lack of awareness was a barrier to collaborative 

consumption behaviours, echoing the finding of Becker-Leifhold (2018), and I also lacked the 

necessary skills to make and mend my own clothes.   There appeared to be low awareness 

of the impact of laundry practices amongst the other consumer-researchers, and Emily lacked 

knowledge about how best to recycle fibres despite being one of the most ethically informed 

fashion consumers amongst the sample.  Here again, there is a role for the media, campaign 

organisations and responsible retailers in terms of raising awareness about the environmental, 

social and economic benefits of adopting such practices (Harris et al., 2016, Wiederhold and 

Martinez, 2018).  Offering consumers alternative, coherent, effective ways of contributing 

toward sustainable development could be a further way to reduce the discursive confusion 

identified by Markkula and Moisander (2012).  Policymakers could also help raise awareness 

by reintroducing home economics into the curriculum and by promoting activities such as 

wardrobe audits and educational workshops to raise awareness and understanding of these 
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life cycle stages amongst consumers (Fisher et al., 2008, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021, West 

et al., 2021) 

9.5.4 Changing Norms 

The fashion industry has considerable expertise in creating demand for new designs and 

styles using promotional methods such as catwalk events, adverts and social media 

influences.  This expertise could be used to engage consumers and to normalise more 

sustainable behaviours such as sustainable laundry practices, product reuse and recycling 

(Markkula and Moisander, 2012, Harris et al., 2016).  They could also encourage such 

practices by offering rewards and incentives, and an example of this kind of activity in action 

is the clothes “Shwopping” scheme developed by M&S in partnership with Oxfam where 

customers receive a £5 voucher to spend at the retailer for every item of their clothing that is 

donated to the charity (M&S, 2022).    

 

Analysis of the consumption narratives revealed fashion purchases were influenced by both 

descriptive and injunctive norms, including the views and behaviours of public figures and 

influencers.   Campaigning organisations, the media and governments should therefore 

exemplify ethical behaviours by using influencer and social (media) marketing techniques to 

champion the virtues of ethical consumption, and to demonstrate how they can be 

incorporated in everyday life (Tadajewski and Wagner-Tsukamoto, 2006, Markkula and 

Moisander, 2012).  Such campaigns could prove particularly effective when targeting younger 

consumers as research has shown this demographic trusts bloggers and social media 

influencers more than other sources (Mintel, 2019).  This could also help address the problem 

of decreasing levels of clothing utilisation in emerging economies such as China where 

consumers often rely on blogs and social networking sites for information and style inspiration 

(Bong Ko and Jin, 2017, Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, Su et al., 2019). 

9.5.5 Enabling Behaviour Change 

The findings highlighted the importance of situational factors when it came to enabling ethical 

fashion consumption and pointed to the need to remove barriers to pro-ethical purchasing.  

Retailers could help by making ethical options available in mainstream retail outlets and by 

providing more point-of-purchase information.  Online ethical specialists in turn should focus 

more on experiential aspects to improve the shopping experience of consumers.  The other 

key situational barrier was a lack of ethical products in categories such as workwear, and a 

lack of clothing in larger sizes.  Potential enablers to slow, collaborative and harm avoidance 

behaviours include widening access to clothing rental services (UNEP, 2020), clothing 
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libraries (Becker-Leifhold, 2018) and clothing making spaces (West et al., 2021); further 

improvements to washing machine technology and detergents; and improvements to clothing 

recycling infrastructure (Birtwistle and Moore, 2007, Joung and Park‐Poaps, 2013).   

 

The scale and systematic nature some of the other sustainability concerns meant it was often 

not realistic or possible for us to address them as individual consumers, and this in turn had a 

negative effect on our perceptions of control and effectiveness.  Structural changes are 

therefore needed to enable a shift from fast to slower fashion retail models, to develop long-

term relationships between retailers and suppliers, and to increase levels of fibre reuse and 

recycling (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, UNEP, 2020).  There would be benefits for 

retailers from taking such steps in terms of attracting ethically minded consumers, and it would 

also reduce the risk of reputational harm from negative stories about problems in their supply 

chains.  As others have argued, however, cost pressures within the industry mean it would be 

difficult for retailers to act alone, and legislation is therefore needed to introduce sector-wide 

improvements to the industry and to catalyse systemic improvements in terms of 

environmental and social responsibility (Allwood et al., 2006, Harris et al., 2016).   
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9.6 Methodological Implications 

My fourth and final research objective was “to evaluate the usefulness and effectiveness of 

introspective methods for studying (ethical) consumption behaviours.”  The use of 

introspective methods has proved controversial in the field of consumer behaviour, particularly 

the Subjective Personal Introspection (SPI) approach advocated by Holbrook (1986, 1995).  

Positivist researchers have questioned its legitimacy because of its inherent subjectivity, and 

some interpretivist researchers have also raised concerns about its trustworthiness and value 

(e.g. Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993, Delamont, 2009).  I share some of their reservations about 

the use of mono-methods and the rejection of any forms of ‘checks’ or ‘confirmatory’ elements 

by some researchers; however, I also believe introspective methods are a valuable addition 

to the repertoire of methods used by researchers when used as part of mixed, multi, syncretic 

and/or interactive research strategies.   

 

Introspecting on my own consumption over several decades allowed me to explore behaviours 

and practices that would have been difficult to access and observe using other methods.  I 

was able to look at a much broader range of ethical issues and concerns than most extant 

studies in the field, and the use of contextual materials such as notes, essays, dissertations, 

publications, photographs, press stories, receipts, social media posts and actual clothing 

acquisitions as prompts added to the specificity of the discussion.  The Critical Personal 

Introspection approach adopted in Chapter 6 in turn allowed me to evaluate the 

meaningfulness of the variables, constructs and measures that have been tested elsewhere 

in the literature and to generate new theoretic and managerial insights.  Crucially, it also 

allowed for a holistic exploration of cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and 

situational influences on intent and behaviour over time, thus addressing the calls in the 

literature for a longitudinal approach to the study of ethical fashion consumption (McNeill and 

Moore, 2015, Hassan et al., 2016, Hiller and Woodall, 2019).  As discussed in Chapter 5, there 

are a number of ethical factors researchers need to take into consideration however before 

embarking on such projects including researcher ‘vulnerability’ and how to represent relational 

others in the final work (Ellis, 2004, Holman Jones et al., 2013, Tilley-Lubbs, 2016). 

 

Inevitably, my recollections of past behaviour were disproportionally composed of salient, 

extreme and memorable behaviours, and there was a danger that more mundane and 

unconscious aspects of my everyday consumption would be lost (Wallendorf and Brucks, 

1993, Woodside, 2004, 2006). The Wardrobe Introspection was designed to address this 

problem and yielded rich insights into my actual behaviour over a period of two decades, 

including items where I considered ethical aspects at the time of acquisition and other routine 
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purchases where I gave no thought to any ethical issues.   My subsequent adoption of 

analytical methods from the field of wardrobe studies, including the inventory based approach 

suggested by Klepp and Bjerck (2014), added further specificity to the discussion and allowed 

me to address the calls for studies of actual as opposed to intended behaviour (e.g. Carrington 

et al., 2010, Hassan et al., 2016).   These aspects of consumption have proved difficult to 

capture using traditional methods, and Introspective Wardrobe Study offers a new avenue for 

addressing the intention-behaviour and knowledge-to-action gaps relating to fashion as it 

allows for an examination of multiple items acquired over an extended period of time (Klepp 

and Bjerck, 2014).  Some may question my use of quantitative data in an exploratory study of 

this nature, however I found it helped generate a more holistic understanding of how the items 

fitted together (Ibid.) and advanced my conceptual and theoretic thinking – and this was also 

consistent with the Critical Realist philosophical approach adopted in the study.  Introspective 

Wardrobe Studies thus present a relatively unobtrusive way of collecting longitudinal, 

naturalistic data on actual behaviour, although ethical issues relating to access and privacy 

need to be taken into consideration before embarking on such research (Klepp and Bjerck, 

2014).   

 

Guided introspection (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993) was the method I adopted to draw on the 

experiences of other consumers, and my original intention was to conduct phenomenological 

interviews in the same way as Cherrier et al. (2012) and McGouran and Prothero (2016) to 

‘confirm’ some of the findings from my own introspection.  There would have been some 

benefits to this approach in terms of bringing focus to the discussion, however the advantage 

of the comparative approach that I ultimately adopted was that the other consumption 

narratives were not framed or influenced by my own views and experiences.  My original focus 

was on pro-ethical purchasing and informational aspects of consumption, whereas the 

participants introspected much more on non-purchase-related behaviours such as reduced 

consumption and socio-cultural aspects of consumption.  Consequently, they yielded 

unexpected insights and many of the themes and categorisations that I subsequently used to 

analyse my own consumption narrative and the contents of my wardrobe evolved inductively 

from the analysis of the comparative introspections.    

 

As I discussed in earlier chapters, Wallendorf and Brucks (1993) made the distinction between 

syncretic forms of introspection, where the researcher and other informants introspect on their 

experiences without discussing them with each other, and interactive introspection, where 

multiple informants discuss and analyse their introspections together.  It is the former 

approach that I adopted in this study, in part because of the requirement to “…demonstrate 

significant authorship by the candidate” within my PhD thesis (USW, 2019, p.10).  Interactive 
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forms of introspection have been used elsewhere in the literature, however, including by 

Subrahmanyan et al. (2015) in their study of ethical consumption and by Huopalainen and 

Satama (2020) who introspected on their experiences of clothing their children, and I hope to 

adopt this approach in future publications to generate further insights and to further add to the 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability of my findings (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985).  Others have successfully combined introspective methods with other data collection 

methods such as interviews and observation as part of multi-method strategies (e.g. Newholm, 

2005, Moraes et al., 2012) and, as discussed earlier in the chapter, such approaches could 

be valuable when researching complex problems such as the ethics of consumption.    
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9.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on deriving broader conceptual and managerial findings and 

addressing the aims and objectives of the study.  I began by focusing on behavioural, 

cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, situational and structural influences on ethical 

behavioural intent.  Following this, I looked at the factors that moderated the translation of EBI 

into actual ethical behaviour.  Next, I brought my conceptual findings together and presented 

a new Theory of Actual Behaviour that seeks to bridge the divide between psychological and 

cultural approaches to the study of consumer behaviour.  The main managerial and policy 

interventions derived from my analysis were then discussed using Defra’s Framework for 

Sustainable Lifestyle as an orientating frame.  Finally, I evaluated the usefulness and 

effectiveness of introspective methods for studying (ethical) consumption behaviours.   
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CHAPTER 10:  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

10.1 Introduction 

This chapter draws on all of the previous chapters and brings the thesis to a conclusion.  First, 

I present a summary of the main findings and discuss the contributions of the study to 

knowledge and practice.  Next, I address the limitations of the study and make 

recommendations for future research.  And finally, I make recommendations for retailers, 

practitioners and policymakers based on the findings. 
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10.2 Summary of the findings  

When thinking of industries that have a harmful effect on the environment, it is sectors such 

as energy and transport that come to mind, however fashion is the second most polluting 

industry in the world and accounts for an estimated 8.1% of annual global climate impacts 

(Quantis, 2018, UN, 2019).  32% of this arises at the fibre production, spinning, dying and 

textile manufacture stages, and the garment assembly and finishing stages account for a 

further 36% of global impacts (UNEP, 2020). There are also a number of socio-economic 

problems associated with these life cycle stages including the use of child and forced labour 

at the cotton cultivation stage and widely reported labour violations in garment assembly 

factories in emerging economies (Environmental Justice Foundation, 2012, ILO, 2021).  Less 

attention has been paid in both the literature and elsewhere to the product use stage, but the 

UNEP study (Ibid.) showed 24% of the global climate impact arose from laundry and other 

garment care practices.  Decreasing levels of clothing utilisation is a further concern in both 

developed and developing economies, and it is estimated that the equivalent of $500 billion is 

lost every year due to clothing underutilisation and lack of recycling (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2017, UN Alliance for Sustainable Fashion, 2021).  A full life cycle approach is 

therefore needed when looking at ethical aspects of fashion consumption, and more focus on 

the possession and disposition stages.  

 

Consumer concern about the ethics of (clothing) consumption is not a new phenomenon, but 

it was during the 1990s that ‘Ethical Consumerism’ (EC) emerged as an area of academic and 

popular discourse (Strong, 1996, ECRA, 2001).  Economic and market researchers focused 

on identifying consumer segments that would derive utility from – and that were willing to pay 

more for – ethically enhanced products (e.g. Dickson, 2001, De Pelsmacker et al., 2005a, 

Worcester and Dawkins, 2005).  The results were initially promising, however attempts at 

profiling ‘ethical consumers’ using survey methods yielded inconsistent results, and sales of 

‘ethical’ fashion and other products proved disappointing.  An inconsistency between 

consumer claims to be concerned about ethics and their actual purchase behaviour came to 

be labelled as an ‘attitude-behaviour gap’ (Carrington et al., 2010) and led some to conclude 

that the whole notion of an ethical consumer was a myth (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001, Devinney 

et al., 2010).  Others argued that this apparent behavioural inconsistency arose from an 

overreliance on survey methods which tend to overestimate levels of ethical intent (Wagner, 

1997, Auger and Devinney, 2007), and because of barriers to EC at the point of purchasing  

(Shaw et al., 2006, Hiller, 2010).  However, another key problem is that sales figures are the 

wrong unit of measurement for behaviours such as reduced consumption which are not 

purchase-related.   
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Psychological approaches have focused on individual decision making and tested models 

such as the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991).  Surveys have been used to 

test consumer Attitudes (A) toward ethical issues and attributes such as environmentally 

friendly and sweatshop free clothing, and to measure Behavioural Intention (BI) to purchase 

such products in the future. However, the influence of information has often been neglected 

in these studies (Shaw and Clarke, 1999) and the Subjective Norm (SN) and Perceived 

Behavioural Control (PBC) constructs fail to capture broader socio-cultural and situational 

influences on intent.  Insufficient attention has been paid to non-purchase-related behaviours 

at the use and disposition stages (Connell, 2010, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) and to 

factors that moderate the translation of BI into Actual Behaviour (AB) (Carrington et al., 2010, 

Hassan et al., 2016).  Further limitations include the fact that most studies have not measured 

the influence of habits and past behaviour (Wagner, 1997, Hiller and Woodall, 2019) and how 

ethical attitudes, intentions and behaviours evolve over time (McNeill and Moore, 2015, 

Hassan et al., 2016). 

 

Interpretive approaches have sought to gain deeper, more localised understandings of EC 

drawing on Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) and other perspectives 

from fields such as sociology, anthropology and culture studies.  Here again, most studies 

focused on pro-ethical purchasing, although many identified the emergence of other 

sustainable behaviours such as reduced consumption and recycling (e.g. Ritch, 2014, McNeill 

and Moore, 2015).  Most used interviews as their sole or primary method of data collection 

which meant the data was still abstracted from the situational context, although the use of 

phenomenological interviewing techniques (Thompson et al., 1989) allowed for an exploration 

of how individuals made sense of the world around them.  A broader range of cognitive aspects 

were looked at including feelings and emotions (e.g. Shaw and Tomolillo, 2004, Ritch, 2020) 

and the meanings of material goods (e.g. Hiller and Woodall, 2019).  Lack of ethical 

information could be a source of anxiety, frustration and uncertainty (Valor, 2007, Hassan et 

al., 2013), but too much information could lead to confusion and paralysis (Markkula and 

Moisander, 2012, Tadajewski and Wagner-Tsukamoto, 2006).  A much wider range of socio-

cultural factors were looked at including the relative influence of the views and behaviours of 

different social groups (e.g. Ritch, 2014, Hiller and Woodall, 2019) and symbolic aspects such 

as the way clothes were used  to perform different roles (e.g. Ritch, 2014, Lundblad and 

Davies, 2016). The main situational influences looked at were perceived and actual 

availability, affordability and convenience of ethical purchasing (e.g. Shaw et al., 2006, 

Connell, 2010, Ritch and Brownlie, 2016, Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018).  
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There have been repeated calls in the literature for the adoption of integrative and 

observational methods because of the complex and context dependent nature of ethical 

consumerism (e.g. Crane, 1999, Carrington et al., 2010, 2020), however such approaches 

remain the exception rather than the norm.  The sampled ethnographies were able to look at 

collective and communal behaviours and the role played by socio-cultural, situational and 

structural barriers and enablers to EC (e.g. Chatzidakis et al., 2012, Moraes et al., 2012).  

Observing and participating in workshops and online communities allowed others to explore 

how knowledge developed over time – and how information from different sources was used 

and interpreted (e.g. Bly et al., 2015, Longo et al., 2019).  Carrington et al. (2014, 2015) were 

able to bridge the psychology-culture divide by using a combination of interviews, 

accompanied shopping trips, diaries and participant observation and found behaviours were 

shaped by cognitive factors such as life themes and life projects, socio-cultural factors such 

as performing different socio-cultural roles, and situational factors such as product availability 

in mainstream market settings.  Hiller (2010) pointed to how Shopping with Consumers 

method could potentially be used to study experiential aspects such as store-related attributes, 

and Fisher et al. (2008) were able to assess the influence of structural barriers to sustainable 

laundry and disposal practices using wardrobe audits and consumption diaries.  The sampled 

introspective and wardrobe studies were able to look at cycles of acquisition, consumption, 

possession and disposition (Arnould and Thompson, 2005) and to explore both internal and 

external influences on EC over an extended period of time  (e.g. Subrahmanyan et al., 2015, 

Huopalainen and Satama, 2020, Mellander and McIntyre, 2021).  

 

The overarching aim of the study was “to gain a holistic understanding of what factors affect 

the development of ethical behavioural intentions and their translation into actual ethical 

fashion consumption behaviours over time.”  I sought a middle ground between the extremes 

of positivism and constructivism by adopting a Critical Realist ontological and epistemological 

stance (Bhaskar, 1989).  This allowed me to adopt a pluralistic approach to data collection as 

I considered personal narratives, images and the contents of both my own and other people’s 

wardrobes to be acceptable forms of data.  My methodological approach was inductive and 

exploratory and drew on methods from disciplines such as sociology, anthropology and 

fashion studies in addition to consumer behaviour.  The three main data collection methods 

that I used – Critical Personal Introspection, Introspective Wardrobe Study and Comparative 

Introspections – evolved during the data collection stage and I used them in a syncretic way 

to add to the credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability and overall trustworthiness 

of the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  My own behaviour was unusual, theoretically useful 

and important (Wallendorf and Brucks, 1993) because of my heightened level of ethical 

intention and knowledge relating to fashion, and I adopted a theoretical sampling approach 
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(Glaser and Strauss, 1967) to identify 11 other ethically minded and knowledgeable consumer-

researchers to participate in the study.  My approach to analysing the texts of consumer stories 

was hermeneutic and involved intra-case, inter-case and conceptual stages of analysis 

(Thompson, 1997, Cherrier, 2005b) and this enabled me to develop theory that was empirically 

grounded in the data.   

 

My conceptualisation of EC was narrow when I first started to develop ethical BI toward fashion 

in 2007 and was limited to pro-ethical purchasing.  This broadened over the years that 

followed, and reduced consumption and sustainable laundry practices became the main ways 

I enacted ethical BI.  The other participants in the study also focused on behaviours such as 

buying fewer, better-quality items, thus reinforcing the point that consumers conceptualise EC 

to be much broader than simply making pro-ethical purchases.  Various cognitive factors 

contributed to the formation of our ethical BI including enduring bishopric and altruistic values 

and deontological beliefs about the inherent rightness and wrongness of different behaviours.  

Personal life themes led some of us to embark on a conscious life project to become ethical 

(fashion) consumers, and cognitive perceptions of behavioural control and effectiveness 

further influenced our intentions toward different behaviours.  Our evolving awareness and 

understanding were another key factor, and education influenced our ability and willingness 

to interpret information from different sources.  Changing social norms and socio-historic 

factors such as media reporting on environmental and socio-economic problems played a part, 

and our BI was also influenced by personal history and the various roles we performed at 

different life stages.  Situational and structural influences included product availability and 

having access to recycling infrastructure.  Our past experiences also influenced our cognitive 

evaluations about the effectiveness of different courses of action, our level of awareness and 

understanding of different issues, our day-to-day consumption habits, and our perceptions 

about the ease and desirability of engaging in different behaviours. 

 

Both our general Attitudes (A) toward different issues and practices and Perceptions of 

Behavioural Control (PBC) directly influenced our BI as theorised in the TPB; these evolved 

over time, however, and were influenced by underlying cognitive, informational, socio-cultural, 

situational and structural aspects.   Ethical Knowledge (K) directly influenced my own BI and 

the intentions of other participants in the study, although this effect may have been more 

pronounced because of our educational background.  Socio-cultural Norms (ScN) appeared 

to exert a greater influence on BI toward fashion than other products because of the high sign-

value of clothing.   Both beliefs about how others behaved (i.e., descriptive norms) and beliefs 

about what others thought we should do (i.e., injunctive norms) had a normative effect, and 

we were more motivated to follow and comply with the views of certain people at different life 
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stages – and in different contexts.  Family members exerted a greater influence during 

childhood; work colleagues affected our choices when it came to workwear; membership of 

different groups and subcultures were a guiding factor when selecting clothes for social 

activities and events; and various public, media and fashion influencers predisposed us to 

behave in certain ways in some life domains.  

 

Analysis of the content of my wardrobe pointed to a substantial gap between my ethical BI 

and Actual Behaviour (AB) as I did not perceive over half of the items to be ethical at the time 

of acquisition.  Similarly, many of the other study participants introspected on situations where 

their ethical intent had not translated into consummate behaviour.  The translation of BI into 

AB was moderated by our Actual Attitudes (AA) toward individual items, retailers and brands, 

and toward competing or complimentary attributes such as product design, quality and fit.  Our 

Actual Knowledge (AK) depended on the availability of information at the point of acquisition 

and our willingness to process information from other sources.  The Socio-cultural Role(s) 

(ScR) that the items were used to perform was another key moderating factor as some were 

used to symbolise an ethical self-identity, whilst others were not.  Our degree of Actual 

Behavioural Control (ABC) was affected by situational and structural factors such as product 

availability in our preferred retail settings and/or in the market system in which we were 

embedded.  Finally, AB influenced our future BI as we were more prone to make repeat 

purchases and/or to sustain ethical practices when our past experiences were positive. 
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10.3 Contributions of the study  

Most studies in the field have focused on the pro-ethical purchasing and intentions and/or 

behaviours relating to a limited number of ethical issues.  There are a number of reasons for 

this, including the need for quantifiable data such as sales figures in economic research, the 

need to reduce problems into testable propositions in survey-based research, and because of 

practical limits in terms of time in interview-based studies.  Many ethical aspects of fashion 

consumption relate to the product use and disposal stages however, and my adoption of 

introspective methods allowed me to look at the acquisition, consumption, possession and 

disposition stages, and the study has greater breadth as a result.  I was also able to achieve 

greater depth by focusing on my own experiences as a fashion consumer.  This allowed me 

to explore the meaningfulness of measures that have been tested in quantitative studies and 

to evaluate the relative influence of concepts that have been explored in qualitative studies, 

and this process was aided by collecting comparative introspections from others.  

 

There have been repeated calls in the literature for the adoption of a longitudinal approach to 

the study of EC to allow for an assessment of how attitudes and intentions evolve over time 

(e.g. McNeill and Moore, 2015, Hassan et al., 2016) and I was able to do this by analysing the 

contents of my wardrobe which included items acquired over two decades.  The influence of 

information from different sources has been neglected in studies testing the TPB (Shaw and 

Clarke, 1999) and I was able to assess how knowledge developed over time – and how this 

influenced both intentions and behaviours.  Socio-cultural aspects are underexplored in the 

psychological literature, and my study provides new insights into aspects such as the influence 

of the socio-historic context, product symbolism and socio-cultural roles.  There have also 

been calls for more research into factors that moderate the translation of ethical BI into actual 

ethical behaviour (Carrington et al., 2010, Hassan et al., 2016) and the influence of habits and 

past consumption (Hiller and Woodall, 2019), and my study contributes to knowledge by 

analysing the actual behaviour of an ethically minded fashion consumer over a period of 

decades.   

 

I brought these contributions to knowledge together in Chapter 9 by proposing a new, holistic 

Theory of Actual Behaviour to bridge the psychology-culture divide in the literature.  It is 

designed to bring concepts from the economic, psychological and interpretive strands 

together, to illustrate how the different constructs are interrelated and context dependent, and 

to reflect the cyclical nature of consumption.  Whist I have focused on EC in fashion contexts, 

the theory and (parts of the) framework could also potentially be used in other fields.   One of 

the other contributions I hope I have made is to demonstrate the usefulness and effectiveness 
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of introspective methods for studying (ethical) consumption behaviours, and the three 

methods that I developed – Critical Personal Introspection, Introspective Wardrobe Studies 

and Comparative Introspections – could potentially be used in other studies.  Finally, I have 

addressed some of the social, environmental and economic problems associated with fashion 

by making a series of recommendations for policymakers and practitioners to enable, 

encourage and catalyse ethical fashion consumption behaviours. 
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10.4 Limitations of the study 

I have explained and defended my decision to focus on my own experiences as a consumer-

researcher – and how it allowed me to achieve greater breadth and depth.  There is no 

escaping the fact, however, that the transferability of the findings has been reduced by 

focusing on a single consumer.  I addressed this in part by collecting introspections from others 

to allow for comparisons to be made, but here again the transferability of the findings has been 

reduced by limiting participation to consumer-researchers.  I argue that this is justifiable 

because of my exploratory aims and the need for participants to have a basic understanding 

introspective techniques (Gould, 1995, Lapadat, 2017), especially given the methods that I 

adopted have not been used before.  However, a broader range of experiences could have 

been drawn upon, and the research could have been made more democratic by drawing on 

the views of people from outside higher education.  Another limitation is that 10 out of the 12 

research participants were British, and all but one of us resided in the UK, especially given the 

need to address decreasing levels of clothing utilisation in emerging economies (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017).   

 

Critics of introspective methods have argued that recollections of past behaviour can be 

disproportionately composed of salient, extreme and more memorable behaviours, and have 

warned of the potential for researchers to gloss over inconvenient memories (e.g. Wallendorf 

and Brucks, 1993, Delamont, 2009).  I addressed these concerns by analysing the content of 

my wardrobe which included examples of routine behaviours and unethical purchases.  

However, subsequent analysis revealed a degree of curation of the contents on my behalf as 

some low involvement and older items were stored elsewhere.  There is an argument therefore 

that I should have looked at all of my clothing possessions at the time (Woodward and 

Greasley, 2017, West et al., 2021), and the study could have been further strengthened by 

asking other participants to conduct a more structured analysis of the content of their 

wardrobes. 

 

Some phenomenological and hermeneutic researchers have argued that participants in 

research should not have theoretical knowledge of the topic being studied (e.g. Thompson, 

1997) and this was one of my main concerns whilst conducting the research.  I made every 

effort to maintain theoretical sensitivity at every stage (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, Glaser, 

1978), for example by deliberately avoiding drawing on concepts and theories from the 

literature when writing my original narrative.  I also provided minimal guidance to the other 

participants on how to write their introspections to avoid framing their narratives, and most of 

the contributors did not have a research background in the field of EC or consumer behaviour.  
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I take comfort from the fact that the thematic aspects that I have used as a framework 

throughout the thesis emerged inductively from the analysis of the other narratives.  The fact 

that my theoretic and conceptual focus shifted from informational to socio-cultural aspects – 

and from pro-ethical purchasing to the product use and disposition stages – is a further 

indication that my findings were grounded in the research.  I also had no intention of drawing 

so much on the TPB at the start of my journey, and was relatively unfamiliar with Consumer 

Culture Theory, and it was only during the later stages of analysis that the extent of their 

relevance to my findings became clear.  Nevertheless, I acknowledge that elements such as 

peer debriefing and discussing my interpretations with others could generate new insights and 

add to the credibility of my findings, and I therefore plan to incorporate elements from 

Collaborative Autoethnography and Interactive Introspection (Ellis, 1991, Chang, 2013) in 

future publications. 
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10.5 Recommendations for research 

Ethical consumerism is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, especially in fashion 

contexts because of the vertically fragmented nature of the industry and the number of ethical 

problems associated with different life stages.  Addressing these issues requires a holistic 

approach that brings together different traditions in consumer research and that draws on 

perspectives and methods from allied disciplines such as sociology, culture and fashion 

studies.  A shift in focus is needed in economic studies from measuring willingness to buy and 

pay more for ethically enhanced goods to measuring willingness to engage in behaviours such 

as reduced consumption, sustainable garment care, reuse and recycling.  This would be aided 

by the development of non-economic indices and measurements to capture the scale and 

prevalence of non-purchase-related behaviours and practices. 

 

A similar shift in focus away from purchasing to other behaviours is needed in psychological 

studies.  The influence of a large number of cognitive variables have already been tested, 

although the incorporation of constructs such as life themes and life projects (McCracken, 

1987, Mick and Buhl, 1992) from the field of culture studies could add to understanding, and 

further research is also needed into the influence of consumer perceptions of effectiveness.  

The influence of informational variables is underexplored, and more robust scales and 

measurements need to be developed to assess their significance.  Studies should look at both 

descriptive and injunctive norms and compare the relative influence of ‘important’ others, and 

at the influence of other socio-cultural factors such as social roles and the way products are 

used to symbolise an ethical identity to others.  Much greater focus is also needed on factors 

that moderate the translation of intent into actual behaviour, and how intentions are shaped 

by past behaviour and habits, and this will require a multi-stage and multi-method approach.  

 

Some of the constructs that I have incorporated into the proposed Theory of Actual Behaviour 

are underdeveloped and will require further exploration.  Interview-based methods have a role 

to play here, but interpretive researchers also need to draw on observational and 

(auto)ethnographic methods to gain a more contextual understanding of the influence of 

factors such as sub-culture membership and following social media influencers.  

Observational methods could also be used to explore situational and experiential barriers and 

enablers to EC, and wardrobe studies and introspective methods present new avenues for 

longitudinal research into how intentions, knowledge and behaviours evolve over time.  Finally, 

more research needs to be undertaken in emerging economies to help identify ways to get 

consumers to adopt more sustainable consumption practices.   
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10.6 Recommendations for practice 

The final aim of this study was “to identify ways for policymakers and practitioners to enable, 

encourage and catalyse ethical (fashion) consumption behaviours” and I discussed the 

managerial and policy implications of the study in Chapter 9.  Marketing practitioners have a 

role to play in developing messages to help reduce the discursive confusion identified by 

Markkula and Moisander (2012) and to normalise more sustainable behaviours using social 

and other media.  Retail practitioners could use their marketing expertise to engage 

consumers and to encourage them to consume and care for clothing in a more sustainable 

way, and such activities could create additional value for both retailers and consumers.  

Campaigning organisations have a role to play in raising awareness and understanding of the 

impact of the fibre production and the use and disposal life cycle stages, although care needs 

to be taken not to overwhelm people with too much information.  Local authorities and 

community groups could help to enable sustainable behaviours by improving their local 

recycling infrastructure and by providing facilities such as clothes mending and swapping 

spaces.  Finally, some regulatory and legislative interventions are needed by national and 

pan-national governments and organisations to drive sector-wide improvements in supply-

chain responsibility and transparency.   
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Appendix A: Tabular Summaries of the Ethical Consumerism Literature 

Table 20: Summary of studies testing the relationship between values and ethical consumption 

Author(s) Data Collection Method Sample Sample 

Size (N) 

Country Behavioural Focus Tested Variables 

Krystallis et al. 

(2008) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire (PVQ based) 

Random sample 1043 Greece Past consumption of organic 

food  

17 of the 57 individual 

values and 7 of the 10 

value types identified by 

Schwartz (1992, 1994)   

Doran (2009)   Self-completion 

questionnaire (SVS)  

Users of 4 FT retail websites + 

students  

809 US Past consumption of FT 

grocery products 

Schwartz’s 10 value types 

Thøgersen 

(2011) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire (PVQ based) 

Random / stratified sampling 4094 Denmark (1086), 

Germany (1008), UK 

(999) and Italy 

(1001) 

Past consumption of organic 

food  

7 of Schwartz’s 10 value 

types 

Thøgersen et al. 

(2015) 

 

Interviewer-completed 

questionnaire (PVQ)  

Intercept sampling of shoppers 

at locations selling organic food 

1004 China (558) + Brazil 

(446) 

Behavioural beliefs about 

buying organic tomatoes 

(Brazil) or vegetables 

(China) 

Schwartz’s 10 value types 

Yamoah et al. 

(2016) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Supermarket shoppers who had 

purchased FT products in the 

last 3 months 

1054 UK Intention to purchase FT 

grocery products 

Universalism and self-

direction type values  

 Mean (x̄)  1601  

Key: FT - Fairtrade; PVQ - Portrait Value Questionnaire (Schwartz et al., 2001); SVS - Schwartz Value Survey (Schwartz, 1992)  
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Table 21: Summary of studies testing ethical consumption behaviours using the E-V, TRA or TPB models  

Author(s) Data Collection 

Method 

Sample N Country Behavioural Focus  TPB Constructs 

Tested  

Added Variable(s) 

Sparks & 

Shepherd (1992) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

 

Random sampling in a 

medium sized town in 

central England 

261 UK Intention to eat organic 

vegetables 

ATT, SN, PBC, I Self-identity  

 

Sparks et al. 

(1995) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Random sampling   334 UK Expected consumption 

and support for GM food 

ATT, SN, PBC, I Ethical obligation; self-identity  

Shaw et al. 

(2000) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Subscribers to the Ethical 

Consumer Magazine 

736 UK  Intention to purchase FT 

grocery products 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Ethical obligation; self-identity  

Shaw and Shiu 

(2002) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Subscribers to the Ethical 

Consumer Magazine   

736 UK  Intention to purchase FT 

grocery products 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Ethical obligation; self-identity 

Honaken et al. 

(2006) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

 

Representative (quota) 

sampling 

1,283 Norway Intention to consume 

organic food 

ATT, I Ecological, political and religious 

motives 

Ozcaglar-

Toulouse et al. 

(2006) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Fairtrade website users + 

subscribers to a French 

ethical consumer magazine    

560 France Intention to purchase FT 

grocery products 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Ethical obligation; self-identity 

Arvola et al. 

(2008) 

Interviewer and 

self-competed 

questionnaires 

Stratified random sampling 672 Italy, Finland 

& UK  

Intention to purchase 

organic apples & ready-

to-cook pizza 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Affective attitudes; positive moral 

attitudes 

Michaelidou & 

Hassan 

(2008) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Convenience sampling on 

the Island of Arran 

222 UK Intention to purchase 

organic food 

ATT, £I Self-identity; food safety concern; 

health consciousness 

Vermeir & 

Verbeke (2008) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

including stimulus 

University students 456 Belgium Intention to purchase 

sustainable dairy 

products  

ATT, SN, PBC*, £I Perceived consumer effectiveness; 

perceived availability; confidence; 

value types (Schwartz, 1992)  
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Author(s) Data Collection 

Method 

Sample N Country Behavioural Focus  TPB Constructs 

Tested  

Added Variable(s) 

Han et al. (2010) Self-completion 

questionnaire 

General hotel customers 428 US  Intention to choose a 

‘green’ hotel   

ATT, SN, PBC, I Past environmentally friendly 

behaviours 

Han & Kim 

(2010) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

General hotel customers 434 US  Intention to revisit a 

‘green’ hotel   

ATT, SN, PBC, I, B Customer satisfaction; overall 

image; frequency of past behaviour 

Dean et al. 

(2012) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Random sample of grocery 

shoppers 

499 UK Past and intended 

purchases of organic 

tomatoes and tomato 

sauce 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I, 

£B 

Self-identity; past behaviour 

Song et al. 

(2012) 

Interviewer -

competed 

questionnaires 

Visitors to a Korean mud 

festival 

400 South Korea Intention to visit 

environmentally friendly 

festival 

ATT, SN, PBC, I Desire; emotions; past 

environmentally friendly behaviours  

Hauser et al. 

(2013) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire + 

shopping records 

Members of a supermarket 

loyalty scheme 

851 Switzerland Actual organic and FT 

food purchases over a 

period of 12 months  

ATT, £B Food-related values (sustainability, 

conviviality, health, indulgence, 

convenience, price sensitivity) 

Zhou et al. (2013) Interviewer -

competed 

questionnaires 

Supermarket shoppers in 

Guangzhou 

479 China Intention to purchase 

organic food 

ATT, SN*, PBC, £I Injunctive v. descriptive norm; 

Schwartz’s (1992, 1994) 4 value 

dimensions  

Chen & Tung 

(2014) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Self-selecting sample on 

an internet survey website 

559 Taiwan Intention to visit ‘green’ 

hotels 

ATT, SN, PBC, I Environmental concern; perceived 

moral obligation 

Teng et al. (2015) Interviewer -

competed 

questionnaires 

Random sample  

 

258 Taiwan Intention to visit ‘green’ 

hotels 

ATT, SN, PBC, I Altruism 

Chatzidakis et 

al.(2016) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Probability sample (drop-

and-collect procedure in 

London households) 

517 UK Intention to support the 

FT movement + purchase 

FT products  

ATT, SN, PBC, I, 

£I, B, £B 

Personal norms; ambivalence; 

neutralization; past experience 
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Author(s) Data Collection 

Method 

Sample N Country Behavioural Focus  TPB Constructs 

Tested  

Added Variable(s) 

Paul et al. (2016) Interviewer-

administered 

questionnaire 

Quota sample of highly 

educated consumers 

521 India Intention to purchase 

‘green products’  

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Environmental concern 

Graafland (2017) Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Representative sample via 

national panel 

997 Netherlands Actual FT coffee, organic 

meat, free-range eggs 

and FT chocolate 

purchases during 

previous 6 months   

ATT, SN, £B Religiosity; concern; moral duty, 

price fairness 

(Yamoah et al., 

2016) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Supermarket shoppers 

who had purchased FT 

products in last 3 months 

1054 UK Intention to purchase FT 

bananas, tea, coffee, 

chocolate and sugar 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Universalism and self-direction 

values (Schwartz, 1992, 1994) 

Arli et al. (2018) Interviewer-

administered 

questionnaire 

Convenience sample of 

student and non-student 

populations 

916 Indonesia Intention to purchase 

environmentally friendly 

household products 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Readiness to be green; ethical 

obligation; self-identity; sense of 

responsibility 

Hosta and 

Zabkar (2021) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

 

Quota sampling via 

national panel  

426 Central 

Europe 

(Slovenia) 

Past and intended 

behaviours including 

cycling, donating and 

ethical purchase and 

non-purchase   

SN*, PBC, I*, £I*, 

£B 

Concern; social norms; personal 

norms; perceived effectiveness; 

information availability; willingness 

Pinna (2020) Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Convenience sample of 

mostly university students 

419 Italy Intention to purchase 

‘ethical products’  

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Moral obligation; self-identity; 

impediments; masculinity; 

femininity 

 Mean (x̄) 584  

Key: ATT = Attitude; SN = Subjective Norm; PBC = Perceived Behavioural Control; £I = Purchase Intention; I = Behavioural Intention; £B = Purchase Behaviour; B = Behaviour; 

FT – Fairtrade; * = adapted measure 
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Table 22: Summary of exploratory studies of ethical consumerism 

Author(s) Data Collection Method(s) Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Main Concepts / Aspects Explored 

(Shaw and 

Clarke, 1999) 

Mixed-methods: focus groups (2) 

& questionnaires (27) 

Subscribers to the Ethical 

Consumer Magazine 

16 + 

27 

UK Past FT and other grocery 

product purchases  

Ethical concerns and beliefs; attitudes; 

information (empowerment v. overload); 

normative influences; situational 

barriers 

(Carrigan and 

Attalla, 2001) 

Focus groups (2) University students with 

no particular history of 

EC 

10 UK Past consumption and boycott 

of a variety of consumer 

goods including food, 

healthcare products and 

fashion 

Attitude-behaviour gap; awareness; 

information; time pressures; price, 

quality and value; scepticism 

(Shaw and 

Newholm, 

2002)  

 

Multi-method: focus groups (2) & 

consumer case studies (16) 

Ethical consumers 15+16 UK Past experience of reduced 

consumption and voluntary 

simplicity 

Ethical concerns; attitudes; motivations 

(Gould, 2003) Autoethnography Academic researcher 1 UK Past consumption and boycott 

behaviour 

Psychological benefits; self-interest; 

family 

(Carrigan et al., 

2004) 

Interviews (phenomenological) Older consumers with an 

interest in FT and 

community issues   

7 UK Past purchases and boycotts 

of a variety of consumer 

goods including food and FT 

products 

Moral responsibility; information, 

awareness and consciousness; shared 

rituals; social obligation; perceived 

barriers 

(Cherrier, 

2005a) 

Interviews (phenomenological) Consumers who have 

changed the way they 

consume for ethical 

reasons  

9 US Past ethical purchases and 

practices in different contexts 

Internalisation of EC discourses and 

practices; uncertainty; unpredictability; 

anxiety; social and situational context; 

life events; social normative constraints 
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Author(s) Data Collection Method(s) Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Main Concepts / Aspects Explored 

(Cherrier, 

2005b) 

Interviews (phenomenological) Consumers who have 

changed the way they 

consume for ethical 

reasons 

6 US Past ethical purchases and 

practices in different contexts 

Search for control; social integration; 

authenticity 

(Holbrook, 

2005) 

Introspection (SPI) & 

Documentary Analysis 

(Photographs) 

Academic researcher 1 US Past consumption by his 

grandfather during the 1930s, 

40s and 50s  

Values - status, esteem, ethics, 

spirituality 

(Memery et al., 

2005) 

Focus groups (7) Consumers with some 

knowledge of SR 

concerns 

49 UK Past grocery shopping 

behaviour 

Trade-offs between different ethical and 

other factors 

(Newholm, 

2005) 

Mixed-methods: questionnaire, 

audio-recorded narratives, 

shopping records & semi-

structured interviews 

Ethical consumers 16 UK Actual past consumption 

behaviours and practices in 

different contexts 

Distancing; rationalising; integrating; 

heuristics; information; projects and 

strategies 

(Shaw et al., 

2005) 

Mixed-methods: focus groups (4), 

self-completion questionnaire & 

in-depth interviews (8) 

Members of a co-

operative society 

35 UK Past and intended grocery 

shopping behaviour 

The meaning and importance of the 56 

individual values identified by Schwartz 

(1992) 

(Cherrier, 2006) Interviews (phenomenological) Consumers in a 

supermarket holding or 

carrying reusable 

shopping bags 

9 Australia Actual plastic bag avoidance 

by grocery consumers 

Ethical identity; symbolism; ethical 

obligation 

(Holbrook, 

2006) 

Introspection (SPI) & 

Documentary Analysis 

(Photographs and Text) 

Academic researcher 1 US Past consumption by his 

grandfather during the 1930s, 

40s and 50s  

Values - self-orientated, other-

orientated, economic, social, hedonic, 

altruistic 
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Author(s) Data Collection Method(s) Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Main Concepts / Aspects Explored 

(Nicholls and 

Lee, 2006) 

Multi-method: focus groups (2) & 

documentary analysis  

Children aged 10–13.  15 UK Past and intended purchase of 

FT labelled products 

Attitude formation; knowledge; brand 

image; children's influence on 

purchasing 

(Tadajewski 

and Wagner-

Tsukamoto, 

2006) 

Interviews (in-depth) Consumers with varying 

levels of green 

consumption experiences 

100+ UK and 

Germany 

Past daily purchases of 'green' 

grocery and supermarket 

products  

Information search; information 

processing; contextual aspects; 

information overload 

(Chatzidakis et 

al., 2007) 

Interviews (projective) FT consumers at a FT 

roadshow 

18 UK Past experience of being FT 

consumers and experiences 

of ‘others' 

Neutralization strategies   

(Carey et al., 

2008)  

Interviews (in-depth) 3 families with at least 1 

child under age of 3 + 1 

ethical consumer  

6 UK Past ethical behavioural habits 

and influence on family 

members on decision making 

Motivations; ethical trade-offs; norms; 

pester power; ethical identity 

(Connolly and 

Prothero, 2008) 

Multi-method: in-depth interviews 

& shopping diaries 

Members of 

environmental 

organisations 

7 Ireland Past and actual experience of 

green consumption e.g., 

household, transport, 

holidays, Christmas 

Self-identity – individualisation & 

empowerment; insecurity; dilemmas 

(Cherrier, 2009) Multi-method: existential-

phenomenological interviews & 

documentary analysis 

Voluntary simplifiers (6) 

and culture jammers (5) 

11 Australia Past experience of reduced 

consumption in various 

contexts  

Coping / minimisation strategies; ethical 

self-identity 

(Szmigin et al., 

2009)   

Interviews (in-depth) Conscious consumers' 

who regularly buy ethical 

product 

9 UK Past consumption behaviour – 

various product categories 

and companies 

Flexibility; inconsistency; cognitive 

dissonance; situational factors; social 

context 
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Author(s) Data Collection Method(s) Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Main Concepts / Aspects Explored 

(Varul, 2009) Multi-method: in-depth interviews 

& documentary analysis 

Academically educated, 

middle class  

57 UK (35) 

and 

Germany 

(22) 

Past experience of FT 

consumption 

Cultural contextualisation – national 

culture and history. 

(McEachern et 

al., 2010) 

Interviews (in-depth) Conscious consumers' 

with intention to buy local 

foodstuffs  

15 UK Past experience of shopping 

for locally produced food at 

farmers markets 

Perceptions; complexity; flexibility; 

situational e.g., time, cost, convenience, 

farmers markets 

(Bray et al., 

2011)   

Focus Groups (3) Convenience sample 18 UK Past consumption of food and 

other frequently purchased 

items 

Price sensitivity; ethical obligation; lack 

of information 

(Brown, 2011) Multi-method: participant 

observation, interviews (102), 

documentary analysis 

FT consumers (52), shop 

owners / managers / 

workers (25) and activists 

(25)  

102 US Actual observed FT coffee 

consumption and retail over a 

period of 2 years 

Motivations; emotional energy; 

individual values; collective identity; 

consumer rituals; situational context  

(Cherrier et al., 

2011)  

Interviews (phenomenological) Consumers who had 

intentionally modified 

their consumption 

practices towards 

sustainable living 

16 Australia Past intentional non-

consumption for sustainability 

reasons - both purchases and 

other practices e.g., travel, 

recycling 

Ethical identity; knowledge; conflicting 

meanings / ethics 

(Öberseder et 

al., 2011) 

Interviews (in-depth) Consumers with varying 

levels of interest and 

attitudes toward CSR. 

22 Austria Past and intended purchase 

behaviour across various 

product categories  

Information (awareness, brand image, 

channel of communication, credibility); 

concern; price 

(Papaoikonomo

u et al., 2011) 

Multi-method: focus groups (4), 

in-depth interviews (9), online and 

offline observation, documentary 

analysis 

Members of ethical 

consumer communities 

32 + 9 Spain Past consumption behaviours 

(purchase and non-purchase) 

where participants did not act 

according to their attitudes 

Information e.g., lack of, too much, 

legitimacy; social obligations; pester 

power; external limitations e.g., 

availability, cost, time  
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Author(s) Data Collection Method(s) Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Main Concepts / Aspects Explored 

(Shaw and 

Riach, 2011) 

Interviews (phenomenological) Ethical consumers   7 New 

Zealand 

Past experience of shopping 

in mainstream marketplaces 

Limited availability; too many marketing 

messages; inertia; scepticism; price; 

quality; effort 

(Banbury et al., 

2012) 

Introspection (Interactive) Academic researchers 

with experience of 

sustainable consumption 

3 US, 

Australia, 

Portugal 

and India 

Past sustainable practices in a 

variety of contexts over 5 

decades 

Structural, social and cultural 

constraints; norms 

(Chatzidakis et 

al., 2012) 

Multi-method: participant 

observation, in-depth and 

informal interviews (34), 

conversations (50), documentary 

analysis e.g., posters (20), 

photographs (200), pamphlets, 

websites 

Residents of an anti-

consumerist / anti-

capitalist neighbourhood 

in Athens 

N/A Greece Actual observed alternative 

consumption behaviours e.g., 

boycotting, co-producing, 

recycling, sharing and 

supporting a collective  

Space/place; contexts; consumer 

culture 

(Cherrier et al., 

2012) 

Multi-method: interviews (9) & 

introspection (3) 

Conscious carbon 

footprint lowering 

consumers + academic 

researchers 

12 Australia & 

France 

Alternative or reduced 

consumption and behaviours 

to reduce carbon footprint 

Socio-cultural barriers e.g., financial, 

time and family constraints; knowledge-

action gap  

(Moraes et al., 

2012) 

Multi-method: participant 

observation, in-depth interviews 

(11), conversations, written life-

story narratives (8), documentary 

analysis e.g., newsletters, flyers, 

brochures, websites. 

Members of, and visitors 

to, 7 ‘New Consumption 

Communities’ 

(educational, eco, 

housing, spiritual) 

N/A UK Actual observed ethical 

consumption behaviours in 

eco / environmental, 

educational, housing & 

spiritual communities   

Social and structural influences; 

embedded; space 
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Author(s) Data Collection Method(s) Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Main Concepts / Aspects Explored 

(Gregory-Smith 

et al., 2013) 

Interviews (in-depth) Consumers with varying 

levels of ethical 

orientation 

31 UK Past 'ethical' and 'unethical' 

purchase and other 

behaviours across various 

product categories. 

Emotions; cognitive dissonance; guilt 

(Carrington et 

al., 2014) 

Multi-method: depth interviews, 

accompanied shopping trips, 

participant observation, written 

and photographic shopping 

diaries   

‘Hard-core’ (4), 

‘moderate’ (6) and ‘just 

aware’ (3) ethical 

consumers  

13 Australia Intended v. actual shopping 

behaviour in a broad variety of 

contexts / domains over a 

period of 4-5 months 

Prioritization of ethical concerns; 

formation of plans and habits; 

willingness to commit and sacrifice; 

modes of shopping behaviour 

(Carrington et 

al., 2015) 

Multi-method: depth interviews, 

accompanied shopping trips, 

participant observation, written 

and photographic shopping 

diaries   

‘Hard-core’ (4), 

‘moderate’ (6) and ‘just 

aware’ (3) ethical 

consumers  

13 Australia Intended v. actual shopping 

behaviour in a broad variety of 

contexts / domains over a 

period of 4-5 months 

Consistency and self-coherence v. 

incoherence; moral anxiety / conflicts / 

clashes / dilemmas / tensions; life 

themes and life projects 

(Johnstone and 

Tan, 2015b) 

Focus groups (7) Environmentally-

concerned consumers 

51 New 

Zealand 

Past (non)consumption of 

green / environmentally 

friendly products    

Perceptions; difficulties/barriers 

(Johnstone and 

Tan, 2015a) 

Focus groups (7) Environmentally-

conscious consumers 

51 New 

Zealand 

Past (non)consumption of 

green / environmentally 

friendly products    

Neutralisation; self-esteem / self-

identity; brand attachment; consumer 

culture 

(Subrahmanyan 

et al., 2015) 

 

Introspection (Interactive) Academic researchers 

with experience of ethical 

consumption 

3 US, 

Australia, 

Portugal 

and India 

Past complex purchases e.g., 

food, water, energy, 

transportation and housing 

over 5 decades 

Structural, social and cultural 

constraints; norms; coping strategies; 

inconsistencies 
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Author(s) Data Collection Method(s) Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Main Concepts / Aspects Explored 

(Davies and 

Gutsche, 2016) 

Interviews (semi-structured, soft-

laddering) 

‘Mainstream’ consumers  50 UK Actual purchases of fair trade 

products at a high-street 

coffee shop  

Habit; self-satisfaction (achievement, 

treat, feel good, belonging); health and 

wellbeing; social guilt; labelling; 

availability; price 

(McGouran and 

Prothero, 2016) 

Multi-method: interviews (7) & 

introspection (1) 

Consumers with no 

previous experience of 

voluntary simplicity + 

academic researcher 

7 + 1 Ireland Intentional non-consumption 

(voluntary simplicity) over a 

period of between 2 months to 

1 year 

Sociocultural, structural and institutional 

factors; anxiety; consumption 

experience 

(Shaw et al., 

2016) 

Interviews (phenomenological) Consumers who self-

identify as ethical 

consumers 

10 UK Past ethical purchases and 

thoughts and feelings about 

self-selected images relating 

to care and consumer choices   

Attitudes; care; commitment; personal 

responsibility  

(Valor et al., 

2018) 

Interviews (in-depth) Purposive sample of very 

committed sustainable 

consumers 

25 Spain Past experiences across 

various consumption domains 

e.g., food, energy, travel, 

appliances and clothing 

Structural, social and personal barriers 

to EC; coping strategies (adjustment 

and deradicalization); stress   

(Longo et al., 

2019) 

Multi-method: participant 

observation & phenomenological 

interviews 

Members of an 

environmental community 

organisation 

18 UK Actual sustainable 

consumption lifestyle / 

practices and acquisition of 

sustainability knowledge  

Consumer knowledge (dilemma, 

tension, overload and paralysis); 

cultural complexity; market structures 
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Table 23: Sources for the reviewed empirical studies of ethical consumerism 

Journal Title Number of articles reviewed 

Journal of Business Ethics 15 

International Journal of Consumer Studies 11 

European Journal of Marketing 6 

Journal of Business Research 6 

Journal of Marketing Management 6 

Journal of Consumer Behaviour 4 

Journal of Consumer Marketing 4 

Psychology & Marketing 4 

International Journal of Hospitality Management 2 

International Marketing Review 2 

Journal of Consumer Psychology 2 

Marketing Intelligence & Planning 2 

Qualitative Market Research: An International Journal 2 

Tourism Management 2 

Advances in Consumer Research 1 

American Behavioral Scientist 1 

Appetite 1 

Basic and applied social psychology 1 

Consumption, Markets and Culture, 1 

Ecological Economics 1 

Food Policy 1 

Geoforum 1 

International Advances in Economic Research 1 

Journal of Agricultural & Food Industrial Organization 1 

Journal of Applied Social Psychology 1 

Journal of Consumer Affairs 1 

Journal of Consumer Culture 1 

Journal of Consumer Research 1 

Journal of Forestry 1 

Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Research 1 

Journal of International Consumer Marketing 1 

Journal of marketing research 1 

Journal of Operations Management 1 

Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 1 

Journal of Strategic Marketing 1 

Qualitative Sociology 1 

Rural Sociology 1 

Social Psychology 1 
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Appendix B: Tabular Summaries of the Ethical Consumerism and Fashion Literature 

Table 24: Summary of studies testing the relationship between values and ethical fashion consumption behaviours 

Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Tested Variables 

Manchiraju and 

Sadachar (2014) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

(SVS) 

Online panel – 

representative 

mainstream consumers 

292 US Intention towards various ethical / 

unethical fashion consumption 

behaviours described in six vignettes   

Schwartz’s 4 value dimensions 

Jung and Jin 

(2016) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

(SVS) 

Online panel – quota 

sampling to reflect 

general population 

221 US Past and future orientation towards 

buying slow fashion 

Schwartz’s 4 value dimensions; 

involvement; willingness to pay  

Jacobs et al. 

(2018) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

Online panel – female 

consumers, middle-

high-priced clothing 

1085 Germany  Past organic and future sustainable 

clothing purchases 

Biospheric, altruistic and egoistic 

values; hedonic values; attitudes; 

enablers and barriers 

Su et al. (2019) Self-completion 

questionnaire 

(SVS) 

Random sampling of 

students at 2 

universities  

969 US (590) + 

China (379) 

Willingness of Millennials to buy 

‘environmentally and socially 

responsible apparel products’ 

Schwartz’s 10 value types; attitudes; 

knowledge; willingness to buy; cross-

cultural differences 

Stringer et al. 

(2020) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

(SVS) 

Online panel – 

representative 

mainstream consumers 

350 US Intention to buy ethically marketed fast 

fashion clothing  

Schwartz’s 4 value dimensions; ethical 

concerns 

 Mean (x̄)  583  

Key: SVS - Schwartz Value Survey (Schwartz, 1992) 
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Table 25: Summary of studies testing ethical fashion consumption behaviours using the E-V, TRA or TPB models  

Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus  

TPB Constructs 

Tested  
Added Variable(s) 

Shaw et al. 

(2007) 

 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Subscribers to Ethical 

Consumer Magazine   

794 UK Intention not to purchase 

sweatshop clothing 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I Desire; plan 

 

Hustvedt and 

Dickson (2009) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Health and natural 

food consumers 

377 US Intention to purchase 

organic cotton apparel 

ATT, £I Self-identity 

Jin Ma et al. 

(2012) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Female university 

students 

810 US Intention to purchase FT 

products including 

clothing, accessories and 

jewellery  

ATT, PBC, £I, £B Fair Trade beliefs; past behaviours 

Kim et al. 

(2012) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire 

(including stimulus) 

Representative 

sample 

332 US Intention to purchase two 

hypothetical pairs of 

jeans  

ATT*, SN*, £I Environmental concern; social norms 

(descriptive v. injunctive); marketing 

claims (intrinsic v. extrinsic) 

Joung and 

Park‐Poaps 

(2013) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

University students on 

textile and apparel 

related programmes 

232 US Past clothing disposal 

behaviours – resale, 

donation, reusing and 

discarding  

ATT, SN, B Motivational factors (environmental, 

economic, charity, convenience and 

information) 

Kang et al. 

(2013) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

University students 701 USA, 

South 

Korea & 

China 

Organic cotton clothing 

purchases 

ATT, SN, PBC, £I, 

£B 

Consumer knowledge; perceived 

consumer effectiveness; perceived 

personal relevance; past behaviour 

Han and Chung  

(2014) 

 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Representative 

sample of female 

consumers  

200 South 

Korea 

Organic cotton clothing 

purchases   

ATT, SN, £I, £B Perceived benefit; individual expression; 

risk 
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Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus  

TPB Constructs 

Tested  
Added Variable(s) 

Hassan et al. 

(2016) 

Semi-structured 

telephone interviews    

Subscribers to ethical 

consumer magazine 

199 UK Intended and actual non-

purchase of sweatshop 

clothing   

ATT, SN, PBC, £I, 

£B 

Plan; actual behavioural control; actual 

behaviour  

Reimers et al. 

(2016) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Stratified sample of 

households in two city 

neighbourhoods 

338 Australia Perceptions of, and 

intention to purchase, 

ethical clothing 

ATT, £I Ethical attributes (environmental, 

employee, animal welfare, slow 

fashion); perceptions 

Bong Ko & Jin 

(2017) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Female university 

students 

437 US and 

China 

Environmentally friendly 

clothing purchases   

ATT, SN, PBC, £I  Internal & external PBC; cultural 

orientation; values; environmental 

knowledge 

Magnuson et al. 

(2017) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Stratified sample of 

households in two city 

neighbourhoods 

299 Australia Perceptions of, and 

intention to purchase, 

ethical clothing + role of 

competing attributes 

ATT, £I Ethical attributes; cost; physical 

attributes; extrinsic attributes; 

perceptions 

Becker-Leifhold 

(2018) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Representative 

sample of female 

consumers 

1009 Germany Intention to rent instead 

of buying clothes 

(collaborative 

consumption) 

ATT, SN, PBC, I Values (biospheric, altruistic and 

egotistic)  

Chang and 

Watchravesring

kan (2018) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

University students 235 US Environmentally friendly 

clothing purchases   

ATT, SN, PBC, £I, 

£B 

Knowledge; perceived value for money; 

availability; perceived store 

accessibility; actual behaviour 

Sung and Woo 

(2019) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Male generation-Y 

male consumers   

306 US   Perception toward slow 

fashion purchases   

ATT, SN, £I Lifestyle (LOHAS); decision-making 

styles; perceived value 

 Mean (x̄) 448  

Key: ATT = Attitude; SN = Subjective Norm; PBC = Perceived Behavioural Control; £I = Purchase Intention; I = Behavioural Intention; £B = Purchase Behaviour; B = 

Behaviour; * = adapted measure 
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Table 26: Summary of exploratory studies of ethical fashion consumption behaviours 

Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method(s) 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Other Aspects Explored 

Shaw and 

Tomolillo (2004) 

Focus groups (2) and 

in-depth interviews (7) 

Subscribers to Labour 

Behind the Label and the 

Ethical Consumer 

Magazine 

16 UK Past experiences of 

consuming clothes  

Cognitive (attitudes, self-identity); informational 

(awareness, availability, uncertainty); socio-

cultural (normative influences); 

situational/structural (availability, price) 

Joergens 

(2006) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire and 

focus groups (2) 

Convenience sample of 

young consumers with no 

history of EC 

117 / 

9 

UK and 

Germany 

Past experiences purchasing 

clothes; intended future 

behaviour 

Cognitive (beliefs, attitudes); informational 

(awareness, search, scepticism, interest); 

situational/structural (availability, competing 

attributes, role of government and retailers)  

King and 

Dennis (2006) 

Interviews (in-depth) 

and accompanied 

shopping  

De-shoppers identified in a 

previous study 

9 / 1 UK Past de-shopping behaviour 

(the deliberate return of 

goods for reasons other than 

actual faults)   

Cognitive (attitudes); socio-cultural (subjective 

norm); situational/structural (perceived and actual 

behavioural control) 

Shaw et al. 

(2006) 

Self-completion 

questionnaire and 

semi-structured 

telephone interviews 

(262) 

Subscribers to the Ethical 

Consumer Magazine 

895 / 

262 

UK Intended v. actual 

sweatshop clothing 

avoidance purchase 

behaviour over previous 6 

weeks 

Cognitive (beliefs, attitudes, self-identity); 

informational (awareness, codes of conduct, 

heuristics, labelling, word-of-mouth); socio-

cultural (sign-value); situational/structural 

(availability, affordability)  

Valor (2007) Interviews (in-depth, 

grounded theory) 

Theoretic sample of 

university students who did 

not take labour standards 

into account when buying 

clothes 

11 UK Past clothing buying 

behaviour; influence of 

information about labour 

abuses 

Cognitive (decision making process, dissonance, 

conflicting identities, ethical obligation); 

informational (barrier, bounded rationality, guilty 

ignorance); socio-cultural (socialisation, 

symbolism, social image)  
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Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method(s) 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Other Aspects Explored 

Birtwistle and 

Moore (2007)  

Focus groups (8) and 

in-depth interviews (6 

+ 4) 

18–25-year-old female 

consumers / older 

consumers / charity shop 

owners 

71 / 6 

/ 4 

UK Past slow-fashion related 

purchase and disposal 

behaviours 

Cognitive (attitudes); informational (lack of 

interest / knowledge); situational/structural (lack 

of facilities) 

Fisher et al. 

(2008) 

 

Questionnaire, Focus 

groups (9), diary task 

and wardrobe audits 

(29), consumer 

workshops (3) and 

industry panel (1) 

Defra’s Environmental 

Segmentation Model 

(consumers) and industry 

stakeholder group  

99 / 

29 / 

29 / 

15 

UK Past, actual and intended 

clothing consumption 

behaviours (acquisition, 

consumption, possession 

and disposition) 

 

Cognitive (motivations, aspirations); informational 

(awareness, understanding, knowledge, distrust, 

scepticism, labelling); socio-cultural (habits, 

routines); situational/structural (ability to act, role 

of government and industry) 

Connell (2010) Interviews (semi-

structured) 

Purposive sample of eco-

conscious consumers 

26 US Past and intended 

environmentally preferable 

apparel acquisition including 

organic, hemp and second-

hand 

Cognitive (attitudes); informational (awareness, 

knowledge, misunderstandings, online, labelling); 

socio-cultural (societal appearance norms); 

situational/structural (availability, attributes) 

Eckhardt et al. 

(2010) 

Interviews (in-depth) + 

elicitation material 

Quota sample of 20 

consumers in 8 countries 

with no particular history of 

ethical consumption (EC) 

120 China, 

India, 

Turkey, 

Australia, 

US, 

Germany, 

Sweden 

and Spain 

Responses to 3 hypothetical 

purchasing scenarios 

including Nike athletic shoes 

made in developing 

countries in Asia where pay 

and labour standards are 

substandard  

Cognitive (beliefs, rationalisation, justification 

strategies); informational (information, media, 

message appeal); socio-cultural (cross-cultural 

comparisons, socio-economic factors); situational 

/ structural (value for money, role of the state) 
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Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method(s) 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Other Aspects Explored 

Hiller (2010) Interviews 

(phenomenological) 

and accompanied 

shopping 

Convenience/snowball 

sample of young females 

with no history of EC  

6 UK Actual observed fashion 

shopping (browsing) 

behaviours in high street 

retail stores; past and 

intended purchase 

behaviour   

Cognitive (attitudes, self-identity. post-purchase 

emotions); informational (awareness, 

understanding, complexity, labelling); 

situational/structural (context, experiential, 

barriers) 

Niinimäki (2010) Self-completion 

questionnaire  

Convenience sample of 

‘Ethical hardliners’, 

‘conscientious’, ‘do what I 

can’ and ‘not interested’ 

consumers 

246 Finland ‘Real’ textile and clothing 

purchasing decisions; 

intended ‘eco-fashion’ 

related behaviours 

Cognitive (values, ‘inner self’, meanings, 

emotions); informational (country of origin, media, 

adverts); socio-cultural (social status, approval, 

construction of self, occupational appearance); 

situational (affordability, availability) 

Jägel et al. 

(2012)   

Self-completion 

questionnaire – open 

questions, laddering 

Consumers who had 

engaged in ethical clothing 

related behaviours 

 

98 UK Past clothing related 

behaviours over last 6 

months including purchases, 

recycling and boycotting; 

intended behaviours 

Cognitive (values, trade-offs, motivational 

complexities); informational (informational 

attributes, labelling); socio-cultural (social 

recognition, respect, self); situational/structural 

(affordability) 

  

Markkula and 

Moisander 

(2012) 

Interviews (semi-

structured) + 

elicitation material 

Snowball sample of 25–35-

year-old urban 

professionals with no EC 

history 

18 Finland Past fashion and clothing 

consumption experiences 

and textual elicitation 

materials (eco-shopping 

guide, news article and 3 

cartoons)  

Cognitive (coping strategies, trade-offs); 

informational (knowledge-to-action gap, 

discursive confusion, scepticism, labels); socio-

cultural (socioculturally constructed meanings, 

social space, roles); situational/structural 

(availability, (dis)empowerment, industry, 

regulation)   
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Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method(s) 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Other Aspects Explored 

Ritch and 

Schröder (2012) 

Interviews 

(phenomenological) + 

elicitation material 

Theoretic sample 

professional mothers with 

no particular history of EC 

28 UK Past attempts to apply 

ethical criteria to fashion 

purchases; 5 actual ethical 

labels used as primers 

Cognitive (attitudes, rationalisation); informational 

(heuristics, actual labels); socio-cultural 

(motherhood, family); situational/structural 

(affordability, availability)  

Hassan et al. 

(2013) 

Focus Groups (5) and 

in-depth interviews 

(42)   

Members of ethical 

organisations and ethical 

consumers 

37 / 

42 

UK Past experiences of buying 

clothes and searching for 

ethical information 

Cognitive (uncertainty conflict, emotions); 

informational (search, lack of information, 

ambiguity, complexity, credibility)  

Ritch (2014) Interviews 

(phenomenological) + 

elicitation material 

Purposive sample 

professional mothers with 

no particular history of EC 

28 UK Past experience of buying 

clothes for themselves and 

children; actual slow fashion 

behaviours (hand-me-

downs, recycling, reduced 

consumption)   

Cognitive (values, coping, trade-offs); 

informational (awareness, knowledge, complexity, 

actual labels); socio-cultural (peer pressure, 

professional self); situational/structural 

(affordability, availability, effort, time, experiential 

aspects)   

Bly et al. (2015) Netnography (content 

of blogs) + Interviews 

(semi-structured) 

Purposive sample of 

sustainable fashion 

pioneers 

10 Various 

developed 

countries 

Past and aspired sustainable 

fashion related behaviours 

(acquisition, consumption, 

possession, disposition) 

Cognitive (aspirations, trade-offs); informational 

(knowledge conundrum, confusion, inferences, 

scepticism, labelling); socio-cultural (blogging, 

societal pressures); situational/structural (style, 

pleasure) 

McNeill and 

Moore (2015) 

Interviewer-completed 

questionnaire and in-

depth interviews  

Convenience sample of 

young consumers 

28 / 

10 

New 

Zealand 

Past purchases of fashion / 

clothing products (fast v. 

sustainable fashion) 

Cognitive (attitudes, self-identity); informational 

(lack of awareness and knowledge); socio-

cultural (referent others, social self); 

situational/structural (barriers e.g., fashionability, 

cleanliness, cost)  



 

306 
 

Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method(s) 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Other Aspects Explored 

Ritch (2015) Interviews 

(phenomenological)   

Purposive sample 

professional mothers with 

no particular history of EC 

28 UK Past experience of 

purchasing clothes on the 

high-street 

Cognitive (confusion); informational (awareness, 

heuristics, scepticism, trusted brands); 

situational/structural (availability) 

Harris et al. 

(2016) 

Interviews (semi-

structured) 

Purposive sample of 

academics (5), retailers (3) 

and consultants (2) 

10 UK View of experts about 

consumer sustainable 

fashion buying behaviour 

Informational (lack of knowledge, complexity, 

scepticism, transparency); socio-cultural (social 

stigma, stereotypes, habits); situational/structural 

(barriers, interventions, legislation, availability)   

Lundblad and 

Davies (2016) 

Interviews (in-depth) Consumers seen 

purchasing at two 

sustainable fashion stores 

39 UK Actual past purchases of 

sustainable clothing items 

Cognitive (motivations, values, emotion, 

meanings, self) 

 

Ritch and 

Brownlie (2016) 

Interviews 

(phenomenological)   

Purposive sample 

professional mothers with 

no particular history of EC 

28 UK Past experience of 

purchasing clothing for 

children  

Cognitive (complexity, coping, neutralisation); 

informational (knowledge, complexity, heuristics); 

socio-cultural (mothering, provisioning); 

situational/structural (affordability, style)  

Wiederhold and 

Martinez (2018) 

Interviews (semi-

structured) 

Snowball sample of 

consumers with some 

awareness of ethical 

fashion 

13 Germany Past experience of 

purchasing ‘green apparel’ 

and clothing reuse and 

disposal; behavioural 

intention  

Cognitive (attitudes, inertia); informational (lack of 

information, transparency); socio-cultural 

(subjective norm, habits); situational/structural 

(perceived behaviour control, price, availability) 

Hiller and 

Woodall (2019) 

Interviews (in-depth) University researchers who 

self-identify as ethically 

minded consumers and 

have a degree of ethical 

knowledge 

20 UK Specific past clothing 

purchases and broader 

‘cycles of consumption’; 

aspired behaviour  

Cognitive (values, aspirations, trade-offs, self-

identity, ‘ends-in-view’); informational (lifetime of 

learning, knowledge over time); socio-cultural 

(upbringing, habits, life stages, social roles); 

situational/structural (barriers, ‘consummatory 

experience’)  
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Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method(s) 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Other Aspects Explored 

(Maldini et al., 

2019) 

Wardrobe study 

(mixed-method) – 

questionnaire, 

observed wardrobe 

count & wardrobe 

turnover tracking over 

6 months 

Purposive sample of 

consumers of custom-

made clothing (10), 

consumers that make their 

own clothes (10) and 

general consumers (10) 

40 Netherland

s 

Actual past consumption of 

personalised and ready-

made items (acquisition, 

consumption, possession 

and disposition) 

Cognitive (emotional value, involvement, 

meanings); socio-cultural (daily practices, life 

stages, memories); situational/structural (fitting 

problems, actual wardrobes) 

McNeill and 

Venter (2019) 

Interviews (semi-

structured) 

Convenience sample of 

young females who self-

identify as heavy fashion 

consumers 

14 New 

Zealand 

Past fashion purchase 

behaviour (general) and 

willingness to engage in 

collaborative consumption 

(buying second-hand, 

renting, sharing and clothing 

swaps/trade) 

Cognitive (motivation, emotions, risk); socio-

cultural (social and interpersonal groups, social 

norms, identity expression)  

 

 

Ritch (2019) Interviews 

(phenomenological) 

Purposive sample 

professional mothers with 

no particular history of EC 

28 UK Past experience of 

collaborative consumption 

(sharing, exchanging, reuse, 

recycling) 

Cognitive (concern); informational (complexity); 

socio-cultural (social roles, social class); 

situational/structural (affordability, availability) 

Huopalainen 

and Satama 

(2020) 

Retrospective 

introspection  

Two academic researchers 

and working mothers 

seeking to be ethical 

consumers 

2 Finland Past experiences clothing 

young children, including 

purchasing, upcycling and 

recycling 

Cognitive (beliefs, values, self-identity, care, 

emotions, meanings, stress, uncertainty); 

informational (awareness, knowledge, learning, 

effort); socio-cultural (social norms, audiences, 

‘critical gazes’, roles, motherhood); 

situational/structural (experiential e.g., flea 

markets, struggles e.g., time and energy)  
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Author(s) 
Data Collection 

Method(s) 
Sample N Country Behavioural Focus Other Aspects Explored 

Ritch (2020) Interviews 

(phenomenological) + 

elicitation material 

Purposive sample 

professional mothers with 

no particular history of EC 

28 UK Past experience of 

purchasing clothes on the 

high-street; 5 actual ethical 

labels used as primers 

Cognitive (values (self v. other orientated; 

extrinsic v. intrinsic); informational (awareness, 

knowledge, understanding, avoidance, ‘halo 

effect’)  

(Mellander and 

McIntyre, 2021) 

Wardrobe study 

(multi-method) – 

ethnographic 

interviews, 

observation of 

wardrobes and 

workshops & written 

narratives 

Self-selecting sample with 

an interest in fashion 

and/or sustainability 

10 Sweden Actual and intended clothing 

consumption behaviours 

(acquisition, consumption, 

possession and disposition) 

Cognitive (meanings, attachment/detachment); 

informational (knowledge, learning); socio-cultural 

(social norms, idealised bodies); 

situational/structural (practices, actual wardrobes) 

(West et al., 

2021) 

Wardrobe study 

(multi-method) – 

participant 

observation, observed 

wardrobe audit, semi-

structured interviews, 

informal focus groups 

Participants in slow fashion 

workshops with varying 

levels of ethical concern 

and knowledge 

10 UK Past, actual and intended 

slow fashion behaviours 

(acquisition, making and 

mending, possession, 

disposition)  

Cognitive (attitudes, responsibility); Informational 

(awareness, experiential learning, message 

appeal); socio-cultural (cultural traits); 

situational/structural (government policy, 

incentives, availability, infrastructure) 
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Appendix C: Participant Information Sheet 

Ethical Consumerism and Fashion: An Introspective Study 

Project summary 

The purpose of this research project is to explore how concern about ethical issues affects 
fashion consumption behaviour. Your participation will enable me to collect data for a PhD 
being undertaken at the University of South Wales.   

Why have you been asked to participate? 

You have been asked to participate because you have an interest in marketing and/or social/ 
environmental issues.  You may be studying marketing and ethical consumerism, and/or 
sought to make ethical consumption choices in the past. 

What will participation in the project involve? 

Participation will involve writing a short personal introspection (about 2 sides of A4) on your 
past consumption of fashion items.  I’m interested in the extent to which you intended to 
behave in an ethical way when consuming clothes and / or other items, and the extent to which 
this intention has / has not affected your actual fashion consumption behaviour.   

Introspections are an examination of one's own conscious thoughts and feelings and are 
usually written in the first person.  You could for example examine the contents of your 
wardrobe or discuss examples of individual clothing purchases you have made in the past, 
and you can include supporting material if you want e.g., photos.   

Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you can withdraw from the study at any time and 
ask for your data to be removed from the project at any point until the PhD thesis has been 
submitted. 

How will your confidentiality and privacy be protected? 

All the information you provide will be held in confidence and steps will be taken to try to 
ensure you cannot be directly identified from the information you give.  A code or pseudonym 
will be used in the PhD and any subsequent publications instead of your name and the data 
will be presented in an aggregate and composite format.   

Your name and details will be stored securely and separately from the research data on a 
password protected computer. All research records will be held securely at USW in line with 
the General Data Protection Regulations 2016 and USW research data management 
guidelines. Your data will not be used for any purpose other than what is outlined on this 
information sheet. 

Are there any risks from completing the project? 

The study is considered to be low risk as it is not seeking to collect any sensitive data on you.  
However, introspecting on social, environmental and other ethical issues and behaviour could 
cause you some discomfort and anxiety.  If you experience anything of this nature, please feel 
free to stop the introspection and/or visit the USW Wellbeing Webpages 
https://wellbeing.southwales.ac.uk/. 

If you require any further information about the project, please contact me on  
llyr.roberts@southwales.ac.uk.  Alternatively, you can contact the project supervisors Prof. 
Jonathan Deacon jonathan.deacon@southwales.ac.uk and Dr Elizabeth Lloyd-Parkes 
elizabeth.lloyd-parkes@southwales.ac.uk. 

https://wellbeing.southwales.ac.uk/
mailto:llyr.roberts@southwales.ac.uk
mailto:jonathan.deacon@southwales.ac.ukn
mailto:elizabeth.lloyd-parkes@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix D: Participant Consent Form 

 

Title of Project: Ethical Consumerism and Fashion: An Introspective Study 

 

Name of Researcher: Llŷr Roberts 

 

Participant Name:  

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Please click the check boxes below to confirm you have given consent: 

 

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet for the above 
study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions 
and have had these answered satisfactorily.   

☐ 

2. I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that I am free to 
withdraw at any time, without giving any reason. 

☐ 

3. I consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes of 
this research study.  I understand that such information will be treated as 
confidential and handled in accordance with the General Data Protection 
Regulations 2016 and will be destroyed once it is no longer required. 

☐ 

4. I agree to the use of anonymised quotes in publications. ☐ 

5. I agree to take part in the above study. ☐ 

 

 

Signature of Participant:  

Date:  

 

 

Please return the completed Participant Consent Form and your Personal 

Introspection to llyr.roberts@southwales.ac.uk 

mailto:llyr.roberts@southwales.ac.uk
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Appendix E: Subjective Personal Introspection (Full Text) 

Introduction 

It’s 10am on Wednesday 13 of August 2018 and I’m finally sitting down to write my personal 

introspection! It’s been on my to-do-list all summer, but other stuff has kept getting in the way! 

But now I’m sitting at a desk in my sister’s house in North Wales overlooking the Menai Straits 

and am finally putting pen to paper (or rather, touch-typing my story into my work laptop!). I 

have two weeks with no distractions (well other than two needy cats that constantly want 

attention!).  I’ve already been trawling through my files of essays, notes, papers collected over 

the last 12 years during my time as a postgraduate student, academic researcher and I’m 

going to use these as prompts to remind me of my thinking at the time.  I’ve also had a quick 

rummage through my clothes to see if there are any interesting items there that I can discuss, 

and have 10 days before my sister comes back from her holiday, so let’s see how far I get… 

 

My cultural and social background 

I was born in 1978 and grew up in a mid-sized village in North West Wales.  That would make 

me a me a member of Generation X in the eyes of demographers and market researchers, 

and whilst I am instinctively suspicious of such broad demographic categorisations, I feel it 

does go some way to explaining my social and cultural background.  My parents were baby 

boomers born in the late 1940s.  I am the younger of two siblings, and my sister is three years 

older than I am.  My father was a local government officer for most of my upbringing and my 

mother was a primary school teacher and returned to full time work once I started school, and 

I was looked after in the afternoon and evenings by our neighbours Yncl Jack and Anti Jini.   

Later, when I was in my late teens, my father started his own small business, which I’m sure 

contributed to my own interest in the world of business.  I think it’s fair to say that I had a 

comfortable, middle-class upbringing: we had a nice house in the centre of the village within 

a stone’s throw of my primary school and walking distance of the comprehensive school that 

I later attended.  My parents have always been careful with money, especially my mother, and 

whilst we had nice cars and holidays abroad most summers, we were always taught to be 

frugal and not to waste anything, especially food.  I believe this originated from my mother’s 

Methodist upbringing on a mid-sized farm in rural Anglesey in the1950s and early 60s.  The 

life of my maternal grandparents focused on tending the land and animals and attending the 

local Chapel where my grandfather was an elder.  We would visit them most Saturdays when 

I was younger, and there are photographs of me helping with the haying and tending to animals 

on the farm as a small boy, although like my mother I knew from an early age that I had no 

interest in following them into the farming industry.  My own upbringing was not particularly 
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religious, although I attended chapel and Sunday school in my village most weeks until my 

early teens.  I remember in particular being influenced by a presentation by Christian volunteer 

from a local village about her voluntary work in Lesotho when I was 10 years old and thinking 

that I also would like to do something to help people in ‘Third World countries’ when I was 

older. Whilst I have been agnostic about religion since about that age, Christian teachings 

have shaped my core beliefs and values to an extent, and I have continued to attend and 

participate in church services from time to time, drawn by the music and ceremony.  

 

The area in which I was born and raised has a rich industrial heritage.  At its peak in the late 

nineteenth century, nearby Dinorwig Quarry was the second largest slate mine in the world, 

the largest being Penrhyn Quarry in the next valley.  Slate from north Wales was shipped all 

over the globe for use as roofing material, and local villages grew in size to house the 

quarrymen and their families.  At its peak, Dinorwig employed more than 3000 workers, and 

most of the working men in my village laboured there, often in poor and dangerous working 

conditions.  The owners and managers of the mines were mostly English-speaking, Anglican 

and Tory, whilst the quarrymen were Welsh-speaking and mainly Nonconformist and Liberal. 

These cultural and social differences contributed towards worsening labour relations, 

culminating in a bitter 3-year strike at Penrhyn from 1900 and divisions in the local community, 

with men that returned to work early, and their families castigated as “traitors”.  I learnt about 

these disputes between the owners and workers from an early age in school projects and 

visits to the National Slate Museum in Llanberis.  Production declined in twentieth century due 

to a combination of factors including greater competition from other countries and replacement 

roofing materials, culminating with the closure of Dinorwig in 1969.   Employment in the mining 

industry was initially replaced by manufacturing.  Bernard Wardle Everflex had a factory in the 

local town, Caernarfon, from 1948, manufacturing PVC leathercloth for the motor industry and 

employing 800 people at its peak. Yncl Jack who looked after me when I was younger had 

worked there, but never found other employment when the factory was closed in 1980.  In 

1964, further employment was created with the opening of a large Ferodo factory producing 

friction and braking materials again for the car industry, and many of the quarrymen went on 

to find employment there.  The Welsh headquartered clothing retailer Laura Ashley opened a 

garment assembly factory in Caernarfon in subsequent years, and the mothers of quite a few 

children at my school worked there.  More recently, there had been growth in jobs in the public 

sector at the Gwynedd County Council headquarters where my father worked and the Welsh 

Office building in Caernarfon, and in the tourism industry to cater for visitors to nearby 

Caernarfon Castle, mount Snowdon and Snowdonia National Park.  The legacy of the mining 

industry was still felt strongly in the area however throughout my youth.   Whilst my own family 

had no connections with the quarry, the grandfathers and other family members of a number 
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my peers at schools had worked there, many suffering and dying from silicosis as a result of 

breathing in slate dust over a prolonged period, and there were campaigns to secure 

compensation for the workers and their families in the news throughout my youth.  Social 

memory of the strikes also remained strong, with some still refusing to visit Penrhyn Castle, 

the former home of the mine owning Douglas-Pennant family, and to this day the slate waste 

heap at Dinorwig is a constant visual reminder of the economic and environmental impact of 

the industry on my valley. 

 

Without a doubt, one of the main influences on me during my childhood was the Welsh 

language and culture.  Llanrug, the village where I was born and raised had the highest 

proportion of Welsh speakers of any electoral ward in Wales in the 2011 census, with 87.4% 

of the population able to speak Welsh.  Almost all of my family, social life and education were 

through the medium of Welsh until the age of eighteen.  Eisteddfodau and Welsh culture were 

central to the lives of both my paternal and maternal grandparents, and I competed and 

performed in local and national Eisteddfodau throughout my youth – and continue to do so 

today.  My most vivid memories of bedtime stories and later history lessons at school are tales 

of the bravery of the princes of Gwynedd in the Middle Ages, the defeat of Llywelyn the Last 

in 1282, and the Owain Glyndwr rebellion in the 1400s.  I grew up surrounded by the Norman 

castles of Edward I and tales of oppression of the local Welsh population by English 

conquerors throughout the centuries, and I think my concern and interest in the fate of 

oppressed groups and minorities all over the world was born in part from this.   

 

From an early age, I have had a keen interest in politics, inherited largely from my father and 

his father before him, a local councillor and later leader of Meirionnydd District Council.  

Growing up in a Welsh speaking heartland, my family and most of the local community voted 

Plaid Cymru because of its focus on protecting the Welsh language and culture. The local 

constituency has returned Plaid Cymru MPs consistently since I was born, although I would 

not describe the political discourse I grew up with as a narrow form of nationalism in any way; 

instead, it was an internationalist in emphasis, highlighting links with other small nations across 

Europe and the wider world. Our social and economic ties were stronger with North West 

England in many ways than with South Wales because of the difficulties of traveling from one 

end of the country to the other.  At home, we received the Liverpool and North Wales Daily 

Post and Telegraph daily in additional to Welsh medium weeklies Y Cymro and Golwg, and 

our other main sources of news were the BBC, ITV and, from 1982, the Welsh medium channel 

S4C.  My own political views have always been pluralistic, and I have voted for a number of 

different political parties over the years, but if I had to categorise myself politically, I would 
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describe myself as a social and economic liberal with a strong belief in social justice and 

diversity.   

 

Education was always important in our home.  My parents were both the first generation to 

attend university, and it was always assumed we would follow in their footstep.  I will always 

be grateful for the time and energy they invested in my education, driving me to piano, violin 

and drama lessons most evenings and extra tuition in maths and English, my weaker subjects 

at the time.  I was a late developer academically but became very studious in secondary school 

and enjoyed both arts and humanities and STEM subjects.  When it came to selecting A-levels 

I was torn between Chemistry and Biology on the one hand, and History, Welsh and Music on 

the other, but opted for the safety of the later in the end following the path of my sister and 

parents.  I also initially started an A level in business at a local college, in part to address 

tension, and enjoyed the first term; but I had my heart set by now on studying at Oxford and 

so decided to focus on my other A levels in ‘real’ academic subjects in order to strengthen my 

chances of getting there.  My love affair with libraries started in this period: I would regularly 

travel to our local library in Caernarfon to read the Economist and Financial Times and 

completed most of my A-level coursework in the imposing setting of the Shankland Library at 

Bangor University, built in part with money collected by local slate miners to improve the 

educational chances of future generations.  I also developed a strong interest in traveling and 

international affairs at this time and started planning a gap year volunteering in India or Africa, 

but this was ultimately too far outside my comfort zone, and I opted instead for six months 

placement teaching English as a second language in Budapest.  This is when I got my first 

job, working in the newly opened Tesco’s for six months after my A-levels to raise money for 

my trip, and gaining a first-hand experience I guess of retail.  In January 1997, I travelled to 

Hungary where I found myself teaching pupils ranging from the age of 10 to 19 at one of the 

best schools in Budapest. Teaching the older students was particularly challenging as they 

were the same age as me and looked much older, and I was shocked to find some had better 

English than me, it being very much my second language at the time.  There were 10 others 

on the same programme dotted around the country, and we became close friends, travelling 

around Eastern Europe at weekends visiting cities and countries we’d seen in the news less 

than a decade earlier transitioning from communism.  However, whilst we witnessed a lot of 

hardship especially in the countryside, in Budapest itself I was somewhat disappointed to find 

big shopping malls and familiar brands like McDonalds, Marks and Spencer and Tesco already 

there.  

 

At Oxford, I read modern history, largely because this was the subject, I had excelled at the 

most at school.  The course was overwhelmingly focused on early modern and British history, 
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and I soon realised that I should have chosen a course with more of a political, economic and 

international focus; however, I was able to specialise in twentieth century Indian history in my 

third year and won bursaries to travel in the Middle East and India.  My three years at Oxford 

broadened my horizons as I studied with students from very different socio-cultural 

backgrounds to my own.  I settled in quickly and threw myself into college and university life, 

joining the chapel choir and various musical societies, becoming my college student welfare 

officer, getting involved in student union politics, rowing very badly for the college 3rd boat, 

attending various balls and dinners, and occasionally visiting some of the fine libraries that 

were at my disposal.   Whilst the weekly tutorials developed my blagging skills as I became 

more adept at hiding my lack of preparedness due to all my other commitments, many of my 

social and cultural views developed and matured in conversations and debates at mealtime, 

in the Junior Common Room and the college bar.  For me, the greatest strength of the 

Oxbridge collegiate system is the way students reading arts, humanities and both natural and 

social sciences disciplines are brought together because of the collegiate system, and I 

believe this is one of the reasons why I have favoured interdisciplinary approaches to research 

ever since.  I never lost my Welsh roots over this period however and treasured the weekly 

opportunity to socialise in Welsh at Dafydd ap Gwilym society meetings.   

 

Whilst I was at Oxford, Wales voted in favour of devolution in a close-run referendum in 1997, 

and elected members to the new Welsh Assembly in 1999.  This prompted my return to Wales 

in 2000 to work as a broadcast journalist in the newly established BBC Wales Political Unit.  

At the time, Wales was one of the few countries in the world with a legal duty to promote 

sustainable development, and for the next four years I followed and reported on the work of 

the new institution as it grappled to put this ideal into effect.  The optimism and idealism of the 

early years gradually turned into disappointment as politicians and policymakers struggled to 

make an immediate impact within the confines of the original devolution settlement and 

because of the enormity and global nature of the task.  I also became disillusioned with trying 

to find negative stories all the time and felt I wanted to influence policy and make a difference 

instead of commentating on the work of others.  It was this, and a desire to gain experience of 

working in the private sector, which led me to start work working for a Cardiff-based public 

affairs company in 2004.  I represented organisations in the fields of health, retail, transport, 

economic development and culture and my clients included large multinational companies, a 

leading retailer and small voluntary organisations.  My work over this period included helping 

companies improve their corporate communications, image and reputation and to develop 

relationships and build alliances with various stakeholders and the public.  Political lobbying 

has a bad reputation as a profession, often justified; however, the people I came to contact 

with from various companies did almost invariably have a genuine desire to make a positive 
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impact and to be a force for good.  This period made me realise that organisations including 

multinational companies are made up of individuals that want to be socially responsible; 

however, I also often saw these ambitions thwarted by commercial and short-term decisions 

taken at a corporate level.  My own career took a difficult turn in the spring of 2006 when the 

company I worked for had to be wound up because of management failings and I was made 

redundant; however, this also presented an opportunity to set up on our own, and in April 2006 

at the age of 26 I co-founded a public affairs company.  Over the next decade, I held various 

roles within the business including head of research and development and non-executive 

chairman and helped build the business to the largest in the sector in Wales. 

 

My background as a consumer 

The village I was raised in had a proud cooperative history from the days of the slate mining 

industry.  The Llanrug Cooperative Society Limited was formally registered following the 

passing of the Industrial and Provident Societies Act 1893 and became a member of the Co-

operative Wholesale Society or CWS in 1904.  The Coop survived as an independent member-

owned cooperative until the mid-2000s, resisting pressure to be incorporated into the national 

cooperative movement.  It sold a wide range of goods including groceries, homeware, 

electrical equipment and children’s clothing, and paid all profits back to members as a dividend 

or “divy” at the end of the year.  But we never shopped at the Coop! Instead, my mother used 

to do most of her shopping at local supermarkets, usually with me trailing behind her.  It would 

be easy for me to criticise this now as a researcher in the field of business ethics, but she was 

a full-time working mother and is very thrifty, continuing to hunt for bargains in different 

supermarkets every week to this day.  She tells me that the village co-op had been in decline 

for years and cites the lack of choice and higher prices as her main reasons for not shopping 

there.  We would visit local butchers stores quite regularly to buy meat and would also shop 

at a bargain greengrocers Cefni Fruits in Llangefni on Anglesey on Saturdays when we visited 

my grandparents.  My mother also supported the local milkman who delivered to our house 

every morning, and I have fond memories of visiting Becws Bryngwyn in the village 

occasionally to buy Cornish pasties and cakes, but social responsibility and ethics were not 

primary considerations when shopping at the time.  

 

When it came to clothes, I have some memories of visiting Siop y Don, an old-style small 

clothing retailer in Caernarfon, when we were younger to buy Trutex school uniforms, which 

were renowned for being durable.  We also visited our closest M&S in the seaside resort of 

Llandudno to buy other staples like socks and underwear, although my mother would not buy 

our school uniforms there because they were too expensive.  Most other high street retailers 

did not have stores in North Wales at the time, so we would make a 60-mile journey to Chester 



 

317 
 

before the start of the school year to buy school clothes.  My mother confirms that she bought 

most of my uniform at British Homes Stores because they were more affordable than 

elsewhere and fitted me better. I was overweight for much of my childhood, and she would 

have to cut inches off the bottom of my trousers because I needed a larger waist size, and I 

still remember the embarrassment of struggling to find clothes to fit in this period.  Often my 

school shirts and trousers would be made from stain and crease-resistant materials, and whilst 

they may well have been very durable and easier to care for, I did not find them particularly 

comfortable to wear. I have a strong aversion to the scratching sound made when some 

synthetic materials are rubbed, and I think this may date back to these school uniforms.  I also 

have mixed emotions about the school jumpers my mother used to knit for me which usually 

had distinctive patterns on them and were a slightly different shade of maroon to the jumpers 

worn by all the other children.  As I got older, I got more self-conscious about them, wanting 

to be the same as everyone else to fit in with the crowd, although today I consider myself very 

lucky to have had them.  We would go on shopping trips to Chester, Liverpool and Manchester 

for the January sales and a few other times every year, and I remember these visits vividly: 

the excitement before each trip about visiting big stores and food outlets like McDonalds and 

Pizza Hutt which weren’t available closer to home at the time; but also the long drive each 

way, crowded over-heated stores, struggling to find any clothes that fit, and arguments with 

my mother and sister born out of tiredness and the stress of the whole experience.      

 

Gradually, as my height caught up with my waist size, shopping for clothes started to become 

a bit less challenging, although the feelings of stress and anxiety about buying clothes from 

my youth have never fully gone away.  On Wednesday and Friday evenings I attended Ysgol 

Glanaethwy, a drama school in Bangor known in particular for its choir, who have gone on to 

gain UK wide recognition on TV talent shows like Britain’s Got Talent.  There were pupils there 

from more urban and affluent backgrounds than my own school, and I remember being 

conscious of what other people wore and taking great care choosing my clothes these 

evenings.  I do not think I was ever ostentatious in my fashion choices: it was more about 

hiding the fact I was overweight as best as I could and trying to fit in with the ‘cool’ kids than 

attracting attention to myself.  My mother still paid for most of my clothes, but I would also go 

shopping on my own from the age of about sixteen, although I did not have a part time job like 

many of my peers, so my funds were limited to what I could save from my weekly allowance 

of about £10 in pocket money and other gifts.  I was very careful with money at the time, saving 

every penny I could and was reluctant to waste money on clothes. I was already brand 

conscious however by this age and had a couple of shirts embroidered with the YSL logo, a 

pair of Levi jeans with the crucial red tab on the back pocket, and Nike trainers, although sports 

brands had limited appeal to me as I was never interested in any competitive sports.  I think I 
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liked the conformity of the school uniform at secondary school, and whilst I was not a 

particularly shy child, I did make an effort to not to stand out, possibly still affected by the 

knitted jumpers from primary school days and anxious not to be bullied for being different. I 

do not recall if I joined in the ritual of ruining our school uniform and writing comments in 

marker pens on our white school shirts and blouses on my last day in the fifth form after 

finishing my GCSEs.  I do remember however the sense of pride I felt wearing a black jumper 

for the first time instead of green when I entered the sixth form the following term – and wearing 

the enamelled head boy badge on my tie in the upper sixth form. 

 

At University there were a number of dress codes that had to be adhered to.  We could choose 

to attend either a formal or informal sitting or ‘hall’ for dinner each evening, and I would often 

opt for the formal option for which we had to wear a jacket, tie, formal shoes and academic 

gown.  There were a number of reasons for this, including the fact that formal hall was slightly 

later in the evening, was less crowded, and had slightly better food, although my College was 

not known for the quality of the food at either sittings!  Deep down, we also liked the whole 

routine of getting dressed up, listening to the college prayer in Latin and watching the College 

Fellows and their guests enjoy much finer food and wine on ‘high table’.  There was even more 

ritual on Sundays as I sang evensong with the college choir in a cassock and surplice, and 

again I think this element of the ceremony appealed to me.  There were a number of college 

and society dinners and balls where we had to wear black, and occasionally white tie, which 

were either purchased or hired from Shepherd & Woodward, Walters of Oxford or one of the 

other traditional menswear and academic clothing specialists in central Oxford.  I liked visiting 

these stores, but also found them a little bit intimidating as I was more familiar with shopping 

in more mainstream stores.  Formal ‘sub-fusc’ had to be worn for preliminary and final exams 

made up of a dark suit, white bow tie and academic cap, which had to be carried.  Tourists 

would flock to take photos of us nervously walking to the Examination Schools to seal our fate, 

and tradition dictated that we had to wear a white carnation for the first exam, a pink carnation 

for intermediate examinations and a red carnation for the final exam.  At the end of the exams 

there was a further ritual involving being covered in Champagne, flour and confetti, and this 

time I participated with gusto! 
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Figure 15: End of final exams celebrations, 2000 

 

 

When not in formal clothes, my dress sense was fairly casual and low key. I did not follow the 

lead of my best friend who championed second hand tweed jackets and traditional clothing, 

and I did not have the money or style to keep up with the effortlessly fashionable look favoured 

by the public-school crowd and their followers.  I would however always proudly wear my 

college scarf whenever I ventured out of college to distinguish myself from students from rival 

colleges.  As I became more involved in student union politics, I also started to wear campaign 

t-shirts championing whichever welfare or equality cause I was involved with at the time, 

although Oriel was a fairly conservative College, and this was not really the done thing.  I have 

some recollection of avoiding buying Nike products in response to a campaign at the time 

about sweatshop labour, although this may be a false memory developed later, and I don’t 

think I gave much consideration to social and environmental factors relating to fashion at the 

time.  On the whole, I preferred spending what money I had on food, dining out and travel 

rather than on clothes.  My best friend championed local food and quality ingredients, and I 

would follow him to the Oxford Covered Market to buy high quality meats, bread and cheeses; 

however I would still cycle to the closest supermarket to do most of my shopping, despite the 

fact that it was much less convenient, as I felt unable to justify the higher costs of buying 

everything in small shops within my limited means at the time. 

 

My shopping behaviour followed a similar pattern when I moved to Cardiff in 2000.  I now had 

a car, my mother’s old Vaxhaul Corsa, and parking was an added factor in choosing to do 

most of my grocery shopping at large supermarkets.  Within a year, I had also bought my own 

house in the Canton area of Cardiff where most young Welsh speaking professionals tended 

to congregate at the time, so money was tight, and I was very price conscious.  Organic fruit 

and vegetables were now readily available in supermarkets, but I would rarely buy them 
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because of the higher cost and being somewhat sceptical about their health benefits.   I would 

favour Welsh produce where they were available at a similar price, and usually bought free 

range eggs in part because I was too embarrassed to be seen with eggs from caged hens in 

my shopping trolley.  Ethical issues were not one of my main concerns however and my level 

of knowledge and awareness was low, and I was usually more concerned with finding 

information on the nutritional content as I’d often be on one fad diet or other!   Occasionally, I 

would visit Riverside Market, one of the first farmers markets in the country when it was started 

in 1998, and would feel good about myself when I made the effort, whilst begrudging the 

money I had spent afterwards; more often than not however I was either not organised enough 

or too lazy to make the one mile trip there on Sunday mornings, and would be drawn instead 

to a 24-hour supermarket with its cheaper prices, wider choice and convenient parking.   

 

In my day-to-day work as a broadcast journalist based in the National Assembly, I needed to 

be smart to meet and interview politicians and appear on television.  Dark suits, formal shirts 

and a tie were the order of the day, usually bought from the high street.  My mother would 

encourage me to buy easy-iron shirts to save myself work, but my aversion to manmade and 

treated fabrics remained, and consequently one of the first things I used to do when buying 

clothes was to check the product label for information about fabric composition and care.  As 

I was joining the BBC, Greg Dyke, the then Director General, ordered a comprehensive review 

of political output with a view to making it more modern and accessible, and one of the 

recommendations was that presenters and reporters should stop wearing ties because they 

were perceived as signs of power and detachment by some viewers.  Many ridiculed the 

suggestion at the time, but I took it to heart and have rarely worn a tie ever since in my 

professional and teaching career for this reason.   Outside work, I would usually wear casual, 

but often subtly branded, clothes, making regular detours to the Cheshire Oaks Outlet Village 

when visiting North Wales so that I could buy branded clothes at a cheaper price.  I still had a 

love-hate relationship with clothes shopping, often having a very definite idea of what I wanted 

to buy in my mind and then feeling frustrated when I could not find it; I was also guilty of 

overconsumption, and still have clothes in my wardrobe from this period that I’ve rarely or 

never worn. Another issue over the years has been my propensity to put on weight and then 

diet, and consequently I have clothes of varying sizes that are sometimes resurrected years 

later depending on my size at the time.  Again, I do not really recall thinking much about ethical 

issues when buying clothes over this period, other than occasionally feeling bad about driving 

to large shopping centres at the expense of local stores, and regretting buying so many items 

when taking bags full of clothes to local charity shops when I ran out of wardrobe space.   I 

was aware of the debate about the negative effects of globalisation and outsourcing 

manufacturing to emerging economies, but I think the impact this was having on communities 
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in Wales resonated more with me at the time.  Most high street fashion retailers had closed 

their UK factories in the 1980s and 90s, and even the great Welsh retail success story Laura 

Ashley eventually followed suit, closing their factory in Caernarfon in 1997 and their original 

factory in the small rural village of Carno, mid Wales, in 2004.   I was very aware of the of 

long-term economic impact of factory closures on individuals like Yncl Jack, my childminder 

when I was younger, and on local communities in rural areas of Wales because of the absence 

of alternative employment in these areas.  Three years later in 2007, the iconic British brand 

Burberry closed their factory in Treorchy in the Rhondda, despite a high-profile campaign in 

the media by local politicians and community leaders to keep it open, and again I was aware 

of the disproportionate effect this would have on an area that already suffered from high levels 

of unemployment and social deprivation.  Ultimately however, this did not affect my 

consumption behaviour:  Burberry clothes were way out of my price range anyway, and I felt 

there was a degree of inevitability about outsourcing and unable to do anything about in the 

absence of UK manufactured clothes on the high street. 

 

My experience of online shopping was very limited at this time.  The worldwide web itself had 

only been around since the 1990s and we did not have an internet-enabled PC at home until 

1995.  My use of the web as an undergraduate was limited to sending and receiving emails 

from a dark basement computer room, and only a handful of my fellow students had mobile 

phones.  I used computers and the internet extensively in the years that followed as journalist 

and then political consultant, but this was primarily for research purposes and to find 

information. I had used the internet to book holidays and flights a number of times since the 

early 2000s and used the web to search for information relating to some high value, complex 

purchases.  I purchased a Smeg range cooker online in 2003 because it was considerably 

cheaper than in store, although this proved to be a bad experience in the end because of 

delays and problems with warranties; and the following year I used the internet to find a 

second-hand car, although the actual purchase and transactions were made face-to-face with 

the seller.  When it came to smaller items, most of my early online purchases were made on 

Amazon and my order history shows I placed my first order on the site in October 2005.  This 

was for The Official MBA Handbook 2015/16, a guide to choosing a course and university, 

which makes sense as I enrolled on an MBA course a few months later.  Table 27 shows that 

over the next few years I went on to buy books, CDs, DVDs and small electrical goods online, 

but did not buy any items of clothing or footwear until 2008.  I think I was happy to purchase 

items with geometrical features online but was reluctant to buy clothing via the internet 

because I wanted to feel them and try them on, having struggled over the years to find clothes 

that fit because of my irregular and ever-changing shape.  What this does not show however 

is the extent to which I used the internet to search for information about fashion items prior to 
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visiting stores, particularly high-cost items. I remember, for example, undertaking extensive 

information search on the internet when buying high performance clothing to climb Mt 

Kilimanjaro in 2005, but I subsequently visited specialist stores in London to make the actual 

purchases.  Therefore, for clothes at least I viewed the internet primarily as a source of 

information as I started on my research journey, but I have no recollection of searching for any 

information on the social responsibility credentials of any clothing retailer at this time. 

 

Table 27: Amazon Purchase History 2005-2010 

Year Books CDs/DVDs Small Electrical Clothing/Footwear 

2005 1 
   

2006 3 1 
  

2007 10 3 1 
 

2008 3 
 

2 4 

2009 7 1 3 
 

2010 6 3 2 1 

 

My initial interest in CSR and fashion 

In September 2006 I enrolled on an MBA at Cardiff University.  I had been thinking of doing 

this for a couple of years in order to advance my career, and it seemed like an appropriate 

time given we needed business administration skills within our fledgling business.  Deep down 

I also regretted not persevering with an A level and degree in business or economics.  Like 

most MBAs, the course included core modules in business strategy, economics, financial 

management, human resource management, marketing and operations management.  

Returning to full time education after 6 years was a shock to the system, and initially I struggled 

to balance the demands of the course and my role within the company.  The style of teaching 

was also very different to the small classes at my local comprehensive school and the tutorial 

system at Oxford: there were 280 students in the cohort that year, 90% of whom were 

international students from South and South East Asia with limited management experience.  

Gradually however, I got back into the routine of lectures and seminars and writing academic 

assignments and started to enjoy the course, and I can now see how I benefited from studying 

with such an international cohort, gaining insight into different cultures and perspectives on 

management. 

 

The key turning point for me came four months into the course on the 15th January 2007 when 

Marks & Spencer launched “Plan A”, a £200 million “eco plan” to great fanfare in the media 

(M&S, 2007).  I’d always viewed M&S as a traditional, conservative and slightly old-fashioned 

clothing retailer, but now its charismatic Chief Executive, Stuart Rose, was committing the 
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business to a seemingly radical programme to become carbon neutral, reduce waste, source 

sustainably, trade ethically and to promote healthier lifestyles by 2012 (Ibid.).  I remember his 

opening statement making a big impression on me: "Every business and individual needs to 

do their bit to tackle the enormous challenges of climate change and waste. While M&S will 

continue to sell great quality, stylish and innovative products, our customers, employees and 

shareholders now expect us to take bold steps and do business differently and responsibly. 

We believe a responsible business can be a profitable business. We are calling this "Plan A" 

because there is no 'plan B' (Ibid.).  Other business leaders had made similar points in the 

past, but the comments must have resonated more with me because of my heightened interest 

in business responsibility at the time having been introduced to the concept of Corporate 

Social Responsibility the previous term.  The language he used about the enormity of the 

challenge was similar to that I had watched champions of sustainable development use on the 

floor of the Welsh Assembly over the preceding six years, but he was also marrying this with 

a practical programme of actions that chimed with my own core belief that businesses could 

behave responsibly and look after customers and employees whilst remaining profitable. The 

press release and supporting documents went on to describe how they were working in 

partnership with organisations including Forum for the Future, Greenpeace and the WWF 

(Ibid.), the type of relationships and alliances between business and third sector organisations 

I had been working on professionally in recent years; and as a communications professional I 

remember being immediately drawn to the strapline “Plan A, because there is no Plan B” which 

remains one of my favourite examples of corporate social responsibility communication to this 

day. 

 

Looking back through my MBA files, I can see Plan A shaped my thinking and understanding 

for the remainder of the course.  There was no dedicated module on business ethics and 

social responsibility included in the programme, but I focused on CSR in the strategy module, 

on working conditions in garment factories in the HRM module, on eliminating waste in the 

operations module, and on ethical consumerism in the marketing module.  I also began to 

question some of the core assumptions relating to profit maximisation we were taught in the 

economics and finance modules, although the influence of the neoclassical economic 

worldview that underpinned much of the programme is still very evident in my work.  This can 

be seen at its clearest in the Business Plan I worked on from March to May 2007.   The module 

was designed to bring together elements from strategy, economics, marketing, operations, 

finance and HRM modules and to get us to apply our learning to a business idea of our own.  

We were allocated into groups of 6 to gain experience of team working with people from 

different socio-cultural backgrounds, and my group included students from China, Japan and 

India alongside two other British students.  I was older and had more professional experience 
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than the other group members and was able to persuade everyone to develop a business plan 

for an ethical clothing business, despite reservations by the group member from India who 

questioned the demand for such products and the business case for sustainable sourcing at 

higher costs. Looking back, I should have listed more to his views and recognised the value 

of this input from a different socio-cultural perspective for as it turned out his analysis proved 

to be more accurate than my own.  But the introduction to the plan reflects the optimism I felt 

at the time about the recent growth in the organic food and drinks market in the UK, valued by 

Mintel at the time at £1.18bn and growing 12% a year, and asserted that a similar growth was 

expected in the organic clothes sector over the next few years, albeit from a low base of £140m 

in 2004 (Mintel, 2007).   Our mission statement was “to bring organic and environmentally 

friendly clothing to the high street and to be the largest UK organic retailer on the internet” and 

we presented a PESTLE, SWOT, 5 Forces, Competitor and Economic Analysis; undertook 

qualitative market research with local young professionals; developed a marketing, operations 

and HR plan; and presented 5 year cash flow and profit and loss accounts that projected a 

turnover of £9m by the fifth year of operations and a net profit of £306K.  It is interesting looking 

back that we had already anticipated the complexities of explaining both environmental and 

social factors to consumers, opting instead to focus on environmental factors in the branding 

organic&green.co.uk (see Figure 16).  My main reflection however is the extent to which we 

were influenced by the economic rational approach to consumption behaviour, assuming that 

growing concern for environmental issues would translate into higher sales of organic clothes.  

Despite our lofty goal of “becoming and exemplar for the industry in terms of employee working 

conditions and environmentally friendly manufacturing practices”, ultimately, we fell into the 

trap of viewing green consumers were a new, lucrative niche market that we could profit from. 

 

Figure 16: Branding idea from MBA Group Business Plan 2007 

 

 

The final part of my MBA was a Dissertation completed in the summer of 2007.  Here again, I 

chose to focus on social responsibility in the clothing sector, undertaking an exploratory study 

of “the rise and rise of ethical consumerism: implications for the UK fashion industry.”  Again, 

the title indicates a starting assumption that growth was inevitable, and the literature review 
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follows in a similar vein, focusing on economic data on market value, trends and drivers, and 

attempts to profile and segment ethical consumers.  I did attempt, however, to look at socio-

cultural and contextual factors such as difficulties in accessing ethical clothing, higher cost, 

lack of fashion appeal, lack of information and clear labelling, information overload on social 

and environmental issues, and difficulties in balancing different ethical considerations such as 

the environmental impact of production and the welfare of producers and workers.  I conducted 

semi-structured interviews with two marketing communication and a manufacturing manager 

for a Welsh based eco-clothing retailer, Howies, who had received quite a bit of attention in 

the press over the previous year having recently been acquired by the American retail giant 

Timberland.  One of the marketing professionals predicted that sales would “explode” following 

the acquisition because of improved product availability and visibility.  I remember being 

disappointed to find out, however, that they did not manufacture any clothes in Wales or the 

UK and being troubled by the fact that they did not provide any information or guarantees in 

relation to working conditions in their supplier factories in China on their website.  When I 

asked a production manager about this later point, and what checks they had in place in 

relation to working conditions, he replied: “we want to develop our own stamp of what we think 

our working regulations should be.” This felt completely inadequate and surprising given the 

level of disclosure and information provided by the company on the environmental impact of 

production.  Whilst I did not go into much detail about this in the dissertation, I believe it was 

this interview in part that triggered my subsequent interest in social labelling and accountability 

relating to working conditions in garment assembly factories.   

 

Following the interviews, I went on to survey a non-probability sample of 74 consumers, 

sharing an 8-question questionnaire by email using what I now recognise as a combination of 

convenience, self-selecting and snowball sampling methods.  The questions asked about 

previous experiences of purchasing food and clothes and the extent to which ethical issues 

affected their consumption choices.  My reasoning for including questions on food in addition 

to clothes was because the market for organic, Fairtrade, free range, RSPCA, and UK and 

Welsh assured food were much more developed, and I wanted to establish why consumers 

who purchased these food products did not in turn make similar choices when buying clothes.  

I’m impressed that, having concluded from the literature that the ethical concerns that formed 

the basis of ethical consumers could be grouped into five main broad categories – concerns 

relating to health, the environment, supporting home country production, the welfare of 

workers and producers in developing countries and animal welfare – I already recognised that 

the relationship and interplay between these different elements was complex.  I also 

recognised that, whilst these ethical issues may be important to some consumers, they could 

not be viewed in isolation of other factors such as product appeal, affordability, availability and 
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access to information – some of the key socio-cultural and contextual factors I’m seeking to 

explore in my PhD.   

 

Tentative steps to consume more responsibly 

The MBA had stimulated my interest in pro social consumption, and ethical considerations 

began to have an influence on my own shopping behaviour at this time.  I now actively looked 

for products with good ethical credentials when grocery shopping, for example Fairtrade 

bananas which had become widely available; indeed, Sainsbury’s converted its entire stock 

of bananas to Fairtrade in this period, bringing down the price and removing the less ethical 

choice.  I also switched to Fairtrade labelled tea and coffee and bought Divine fairtrade 

chocolate, Innocent drinks because of their emphasis on “doing good” and One bottled water 

because the profits were used for clean water projects in Africa.  I also continued to favour 

Welsh and British produce primarily to support the local economy, but also in part to reduce 

‘food miles’.  This would sometimes cause tensions, for example I remember spending quite 

a bit of time in the sugar isle at Tesco’s trying to work out if it was more ethical to buy the Red 

Tractor labelled Silver Soon product made from UK grown sugar beet, or Tate and Lyle sugar 

refined in the UK from sugar cane grown in South America by Fairtrade certified farmers.  

Other environmental considerations did not really influence my behaviour much: I still rarely 

bought organic produce because of the higher price and was sceptical about the performance 

of Ecover and other environmentally friendly cleaning products, although I did feel guilty about 

this from time to time.  I was recycling more by now as this had become much more convenient 

following the introduction of a door-to-door collection scheme in Cardiff, and the introduction 

of kitchen-friendly food composting bins had made me more conscious of food waste, but 

otherwise changes to my behaviour were limited to actual purchases.  I still drove to the 

supermarket to do most of my shopping and marked the end of the MBA by flying on a long-

haul holiday to Cuba! 

 

When it came to clothes, I had discovered Oyster Clothing, a small independent clothing shop 

located in the beautiful Victorian Castle Arcade in Cardiff City Centre that specialised in fair 

trade and ethical clothes, whilst completing the MBA Business Plan.  The clothes were more 

expensive than their high street equivalents, but I was happy to pay this premium because 

they were of a high quality and fashionable, the store was convenient to my home, I could try 

the clothes on for fit, and the owners were friendly and keen to make a difference.   I wanted 

to support their business and the companies that supplied them and was proud to wear these 

brands as they were consistent with my core values and beliefs at the time. My favourite 

purchases there were a Kuyichi shirt and jeans (see Figure 17) and I still love wearing them 

10 years on.  The following text is included on a label inside the shirt: “Kuyichi is style 
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conscious.  A simple concept. We create style and are conscious of how we create it.  

Developing products in organic cotton in fair working conditions. Respecting the environment” 

and there is a similar message on the inside the waistline of the jeans.  I smile when I put them 

on and feel good about wearing something that has been made in an ethical way; and whilst 

there is subtle branding on the outside, including the cross logo at the bottom of the shirt and 

an orange 7th button, I like the fact that only people who are familiar with the brand and take 

an interest in ethical fashion will recognise this.   

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most of the clothes I bought at this time were not from ethical specialists, however.  Oyster 

Clothing closed in 2008, and whilst a few other shops such as Shared Earth in another city 

centre arcade, and Fair Do’s close to my home in Canton, had limited ethical clothing ranges, 

these tended to be more rustic and craft style and did not appeal to me.  I did search on the 

web for alternatives, but was still reluctant to buy clothes online, and struggled in particular to 

find any formal clothes for work on these websites.  Consequently, most of my clothes 

continued to come from high street stores.  By now, some retailers had started to introduce 

organic ranges, but the choice was very limited, and I was frustrated by the lack of information 

available on working conditions.  The main way I overcame this tension was by buying most 

of my clothes from Marks and Spencer; over the years, I had viewed M&S as a traditional, old-

fashioned and somewhat expensive store, reminded of shopping trips to Llandudno during my 

youth, but the launch of Plan A drew me back into the store, and I was pleasantly surprised 

Figure 17: Kuyichi Jeans and Shirt 
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by their offering.  I avoided Primark, H&M and other low-priced stores, assuming that working 

conditions and salaries in their supply chains would be less ethical because the clothes were 

cheaper.  I was clearly genuinely concerned about working conditions in garment factories at 

the time, possibly influenced by reports that were starting to appear in the media of labour 

violations and factory fires in Bangladesh.  The BBC was still my go-to source of news since 

my days working for the corporation, and Table 28 presents a summary of the stories relating 

to garment supply chains that appeared on BBC news online in the period, although I’m not 

certain if I was aware of the stories published prior to the Primark story in 2008.  Other ethical 

considerations did not have much impact on my fashion buying behaviour however; the 

volume of clothes I bought remained about the same and my understanding of ethical 

consumption was limited to making pro-social purchases and supporting more ethical 

businesses with my custom. 

 

Table 28: Stories on garment supply chains on BBC News Online, 2005-2010 

Date Link to BBC Story (Accessed 

9/9/2018) 

Summary 

7 January 2005 Bangladesh fire leaves 22 dead 

 

At least 22 people killed in a fire at a garment 

factory near Dhaka 

15 April 2005 Garment factory death toll 

soars 

More than 60 people die following the 

collapse of a garment factory near Dhaka. 

24 February 

2006 

Dozens killed in Bangladesh 

blaze 

 

More than 50 people killed and about 100 

injured in a fire at a textile mill in Bangladesh. 

23 July 2006 The true cost of cheap clothes Five Live Report: “It's never been cheaper or 

easier to buy clothes… But with easy prices 

come tough questions. If the UK shopper is 

paying two pounds for a T-shirt - how much is 

the person who's making it being paid?” 

October 2007 Newsnight investigation: Cotton 

picked by children appears in 

UK high street clothes 

An investigation by Newsnight found that the 

government of Uzbekistan uses 

schoolchildren to pick cotton that often finds 

its way into clothes sold in British stores such 

as Asda, Matalan and Burton. 

27 June 2008 Primark: on the Rack Panorama investigation claiming to show 

footage of children testing the stitching on 

Primark clothes in India.  BBC later had to 

apologize – more likely than not that the 

scene was not genuine. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/4154595.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/4450321.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/4450321.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/4745894.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/4745894.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/5203706.stm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/pressoffice/pressreleases/stories/2007/10_october/30/newsnight.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/pressoffice/pressreleases/stories/2007/10_october/30/newsnight.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/pressoffice/pressreleases/stories/2007/10_october/30/newsnight.shtml
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00cf06z
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25 February 

2010 

Bangladesh garment factory 

fire 'leaves 21 dead' 

At least 21 people killed and some 50 injured 

in a fire at a clothes factory in Gazipur, north 

of Dhaka 

14 December 

2010 

Bangladesh clothes workers die 

in factory fire 

At least 25 killed by a fire in a clothes factory 

in Ashulia industrial zone near Dhaka 

 

Returning to student life 

“Never again!” That’s what I told friends and family after submitting my MBA dissertation in 

September 2007.  It had been a challenging year, balancing the demands of a full-time course 

with my commitments in the business.  So, I returned to work full time in the company, taking 

on responsibilities for political research and business development.  The company was doing 

well, and we were now employing a team of political consultants; but in the back of my mind, 

I knew I’d only managed to scratch the surface in my dissertation and had left many questions 

unanswered.  In November, I applied for a project manager position with Impactt Ltd, a London 

based ethical trade consultancy that advises a number of retailers and clothing brands on how 

to improve labour conditions and boost transparency in global supply chains (Impactt, 2018), 

and explained my reason for applying as follows in the application: 

“Having undertaken significant research in the field of business ethics and corporate 

social responsibility over the last year, I am now keen to apply some of the knowledge 

in a practical way in order to help companies improve labour standards and develop 

environmentally and socially sustainable supply chains in a way that makes business 

sense.”   

Whilst I cringe when I read the application back 10 years on, especially the claims about the 

significance of my research and expertise in the area, it demonstrates how passionate I was 

at the time about the business case for ethical sourcing and improved social accountability. I 

withdrew the application in the end, citing pressures at work having secured major contracts, 

although deep down I think main reasons were fear of the unknown and moving to London; 

however, my interest in the topic would not go away. 

 

In March 2008, I applied for the following funded PhD opportunity at the ESRC Centre for 

Business Relationships Accountability Sustainability and Society (BRASS) at Cardiff 

University:  

“CSR, environmental justice and social challenges: Corporate social responsibility, or 

the voluntary integration of social and environmental concerns in business operations 

and interactions with stakeholders, aims to contribute to sustainable development 

working with employees, their families, and the local communities at large to improve 

quality of life (European Commission). The CSR agenda has been largely dominated 

by the mindset of ‘doing no harm’- preventing or mitigating risks to the environment, 

health and safety or human rights of workers and community impacts. Recent research 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/8537798.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/8537798.stm
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-11991807
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-11991807
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(Response Project, 2007) suggests that only companies moving from ‘doing no harm’ 

to ‘doing good’ are effectively integrating social interests within their strategies and 

contributing to foster sustainable development. This research focuses on the social 

dimension of CSR, and the comparative efficiency of ‘doing no harm’ and ‘doing good’ 

approaches to foster sustainable development in developing countries. More 

specifically, the project will analyze governance structures and practices of 

Multinational Enterprises in areas facing environmental risks, poverty and social 

vulnerability, to understand whether or not CSR can be used to reduce poverty, 

inequality and vulnerability by fostering adaptive solutions within local communities.” 

(BRASS Advert, 2008) 

Reading this advert 10 years on after reviewing my MBA business plan and dissertation, I’m 

struck by the extent to which this shift in thinking on CSR from “doing harm” to “doing good” 

was revealed in my own work and mirrored my own approach to business. This is an extract 

of what I wrote in my application for the funding: 

“My interest in this area of study arises from research that I completed last year as part 

of an MBA course at Cardiff Business School.  During the year I developed a strong 

interest in corporate social responsibility, sustainable operations, fair trade, industrial 

relations and ethical consumerism.  I completed a business plan exploring the business 

case for adopting environmentally sustainable and fair working practices within the 

fashion industry, and followed this up with a dissertation on the implications of ethical 

consumerism on the fashion industry… The study identified a shortage of 

contemporary studies of corporate social responsibility, environmental justice and 

social challenges in relation to the retail fashion industry.  Over the last year a major 

UK high street retailer, Marks and Spencer, has announced plans to integrate social 

interests with its corporate strategies in a high-profile way.  Yet only a limited number 

of studies have looked at the policies and practices of major high street fashion 

retailers in relation to environmental performance, employment practices, fair supply 

chains and animal welfare.  Further research is needed in particular into the feasibility 

of introducing industry wide accreditation schemes on working conditions and animal 

welfare for the clothing sector, and also into the extent by which adopting more socially 

and environmentally sustainable practices can be a source of competitive advantage 

whilst benefiting communities in developing economies at the same time. I therefore 

wish to study attempts by some UK fashion retailers to integrate social interests within 

their corporate strategies, focusing in particular on the social dimension of CSR in 

developing countries...  I would also like to look in more detail at the Fair Trade 

accreditation scheme in relation to clothes and into whether a similar accreditation 

scheme could be developed to protect the welfare of garment workers.  There have 

been cases of Fair Trade accredited clothes being produced in factories with poor 

employment standards, and I would like to undertake research into whether this could 
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be eliminated through a new accreditation scheme that focus attention on reducing 

poverty, inequality and the vulnerability of local communities in areas where clothes 

are manufactured.” (BRASS Application, 2008) 

Here again, I’m returning to the familiar themes of Plan A, the business case for CSR, and the 

need for greater social accountability and social labelling in the fashion retail sector.  I wanted 

to make practical difference and help workers and communities in emerging economies by 

developing a scheme or label similar to the Soil Association and Fairtrade marques that were 

already in place in the food sector to guarantee clothes had been produced in an ethical and 

sustainable way.  It was a noble goal, but with hindsight, the task I was setting myself was 

way to ambitions within the confines of a single PhD project. 

 

I received the news that my application was had been successful on my 30th birthday in Cuzco, 

Peru, having just completed the Inca Trail.  I remember being incredibly excited about setting 

out on a new challenge, and the date is fitting given the extent to which the project would 

dominate the first half of my thirties.  One of the conditions of the funding was that I had to 

complete an MSc in Social Science Research Methods, starting in September 2008.  I 

remember being sceptical at the time whether this was necessary, for as my application for 

the Imacatt post demonstrates, I was very confident about my research experience and 

expertise at the time.   This was quickly challenged however as I grappled with modules in 

research philosophy, design and methodology.  I was introduced to qualitative, reflexive, 

feminist and queer approaches to research by Sara Delamont and Paul Atkinson from Cardiff 

School of Social Sciences.  My methodological horizons were widened in lectures on 

qualitative methods including observation, ethnography, documentary and visual methods, 

narrative and discourse analysis by Amanda Coffey, Bella Dicks and other leading experts 

from the Wales Institute of Social & Economic Research, Data & Methods (WISERD).  I 

remember feeling completely lost and overwhelmed in lectures on the principles of research 

design by Craig Gurney and John Lovering from Cardiff School of City and Regional Planning 

as they sought to develop our understanding of different ontological and epistemological world 

views.  Terms such as positivism, empiricism, realism, social constructionism, postmodernism 

and postructuralism were completely alien to me at the time, as were the arguments of Popper, 

Khun, Foucault, Bhaskar and others about the nature of knowledge.  This module more than 

any other advanced my knowledge and understanding of research philosophies, and the 

assignment I produced at the end of the module under the title “Is Green the new Black? A 

critical evaluation of the use of positivist and social constructionist perspectives in the field of 

ethical fashion and ethical consumerism” (Research Design Coursework, 2009) is much more 

sophisticated than my earlier work.  This is the first piece of coursework I felt comfortable with 

when re-reading work for this chapter, and I agree with Craig Gurney’s written feedback on 
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the work: “an interesting and reflective essay, which demonstrates how far your thinking has 

progressed in a relatively short period of time.”  By now, I was questioning the reductionist 

tendency of the statistical methods covered in the Quantitative Methods modules, despite the 

good-humoured efforts of the John Doyle from Cardiff Business School to explain the world of 

significance testing and SPSS to us.  I did not see how my own research ideas could be 

distilled into testable propositions because of the broadness and complexity of CSR and 

ethical consumerism and was also instinctively drawn more to research employing qualitative 

methods because of the richness and depth of the findings. However, at the same time, my 

background in business and the desire to find clear, definitive answers and to make a practical 

difference still heavily influenced me.  Reading the work of Roy Bhaskar and other critical 

realists went some way to addressing these ontological and epistemological questions, but I 

have never fully resolved this philosophical tension. 

 

The final component of the MSc was a dissertation, and for this I conducted a review of CSR 

reporting on the internet by fashion retailers in the UK.  Using mixed methods, I undertook a 

content analysis of the CSR webpages, policies and reports of the 10 largest UK clothing 

retailers to identify what Codes of Conduct they had in place on working conditions in garment 

assembly factories; how they monitored and audited compliance with these Codes of Conduct; 

and how much information they disclosed about levels of non-compliance with their Codes 

identified during factory audits.   I then conducted qualitative documentary and visual analysis 

of the same material to explore how the retailers sought to “present themselves as socially 

responsible agents” (MSc Dissertation, 2009, p.3).  My main conclusions were that: 

 “whilst there have been very high profile campaigns in the UK to highlight labour 

violations in clothing factories, disclosing information on codes of conduct and working 

conditions is still not required as a licence to trade from the public in the UK clothing 

sector.  2 of the 10 largest fashion retailers in the UK operate without publishing a code 

of conduct or any information on social or environmental matters in one case; 

furthermore, even where codes are published, disclosure of non-compliance with these 

codes is the exception rather than the norm… Very few of the fashion retailers actively 

communicate CSR information on the web.  In most cases the material was published 

either on separate corporate websites or a number of clicks away from the main front 

page.  And none of companies who E-tail clothes on their websites include information 

on social and environmental issues on the same webpages as they display produces, 

which suggests that they do not want consumers to consider ethical issues when 

making clothing purchases.”   

 

As with my MBA, balancing the demands of a full-time course with work commitments in the 

company was challenging.  There were many dark, wet afternoons in winter when I questioned 

why I was sitting in a stuffy basement teaching room being talked at about a research topic or 
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method that appeared to be of little relevance to my own research and spent many all-nighters 

frantically trying to complete all the assessments in time.  Ten years on however, I look back 

incredibly fondly on this course and consider it a huge privilege to have been taught by such 

eminent experts in their respective fields.  The course shaped not only my research, but also 

the way I have gone on teach business research methods to my own students at both 

undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  I also made lifelong friends who I remain in regular 

contact with. 

 

Life as an early career researcher 

I appear to have settled into academic life quite well over the year that followed.  BRASS was 

a nice working environment, located in an old Victorian terraced house in the leafy heart of the 

University in Cathays, central Cardiff.  The Centre was made up of about 40 academic 

researchers, doctoral researchers and administrators. We were expected to contribute fully to 

the research and impact agenda, disseminating our results to both academic and non-

academic audiences and engaging with stakeholders.  My first main opportunity to do this was 

at the Fashioning an Ethical Industry Conference in London in March 2010.  Fashioning an 

Ethical Industry was an EU funded project in the UK, Poland, Austria and the Netherlands that 

worked with “students and tutors on fashion related courses to give a global overview of the 

garment industry, raise awareness of current company practices and of initiatives to improve 

conditions, and inspires students - as the next generation of industry players - to raise 

standards for workers in the fashion industry of the future” (FEI, 2010).  In the UK, the project 

was co-ordinated by Labour Behind the Label, a not-for-profit company that campaigns for 

workers’ rights worldwide and represents the global Clean Clothes Campaign alliance in the 

UK (Labour Behind the Label, 2018).  My paper summarised the key findings of my MSc 

dissertation, focusing on CSR reporting on the web by the 10 leading fashion retailers in the 

UK and what information they disclosed voluntarily about codes of conduct, supplier factory 

audits and levels of compliance and non-compliance (Roberts, 2010).  

 

By focusing on the content of CSR reports and dedicated webpages on social responsibility 

my research had drifted away from consumers to communication material primarily aimed at 

stakeholders such as investors, NGOs and other industry observers.  I had identified the need 

for future research to look at point of sale information and labelling, and by happy coincidence, 

a call for papers for a conference on Social Labelling in the Global Fashion Industry came as 

I was completing my MSc dissertation.  I submitted an abstract in November 2009 where I 

proposed to look at how fashion retailers communicated information about labour practices to 

online consumers at the point of sale.  Ten years on, it is easy to forget how much less 

developed online fashion retailing and research in this area was at the time.   Both my MBA 
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business plan and dissertation in 2007 demonstrate that I was aware of the potential growth 

of online fashion however, and I became interested in the Made-By Track and Trace scheme 

very early on in the MSc. I was excited about its potential to overcome the practical difficulty 

of communicating information about complex supply chains online by providing information on 

the production and assembly process alongside individual items of clothing, and how using 

hyperlinked text and symbols linking to more detailed information allowed consumers to draw 

as much or as little information as they wanted depending on their level of interest and 

concern.  Having already found there were no established methodologies for this type of 

research, I adapted the methods I had used to collect and analyse SR communication 

material. I searched for a basic plain own-brand women’s cotton T-shirt on the e-tail sites of 

13 main fashion retailers in the UK, looking to see what information, if any, on working 

conditions and supply chain sustainability was included on the product page itself, and how 

consumers could access this information elsewhere on each site using links, hyperlinks and 

other tools.  Conscious that these pages were even more unstable than the SR pages and 

prone to change all the time, I captured each page using the screen print function and 

documented the navigational path I had to follow.   My main finding was that no information 

on working conditions was included on any of the product pages themselves, and that 

information, where provided, was completely separated from the retail part of each website.  

The navigational path to the information was usually complex and unclear, usually requiring 

consumers to click on small hypertext at the bottom of the page.  The language used in these 

links was either very general (e.g., “About”, “Company”), business-orientated (e.g., 

“Corporate”, “Corporate Responsibility”) or assumed a degree of previous knowledge (e.g., 

“Plan A”), which I concluded limited the ability of some consumers to access and find the 

information.  Whilst all the pages included information on fabric content, care instructions and 

logos and symbols linking to information to address consumer concerns about online security, 

there was no comparable attempt to address concerns about working conditions, suggesting 

that the retailers believed consumers either did not care about these issues or did not want 

them to take them into consideration when making purchases.  Overall, the results were 

disappointing and worse than I had anticipated, however one of my aims from the start was to 

identify and develop ways of improving SR communication.  With this in mind, I undertook 

analysis of the websites a sample of 13 specialist ethical fashion retailers drawn from an 

Alternative Clothing Directory compiled by Ethical Consumer (2009), an UK organisation that 

seeks to help consumers to shop ethically.  Using the same data analysis methods as for the 

other retailers, I identified a number of examples of how information could be communicated 

more clearly through the inclusion of some basic information, social labels, images and using 

more self-explanatory hypertext such as “fair labour”, “working conditions” and “how our 

clothes are made.” 
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I presented paper my paper at the Social Labelling in the Global Fashion Industry Conference 

at the University of Northumbria in September 2010.  The conference was organised by 

Marsha Dickson from the University of Delaware, Jennifer Bair from the University of Colorado 

and Doug Miller from the University of Northumbria, who I’d met at the FEI Conference earlier 

in the year.  I remember being a little star-struck about meeting Marsha Dickson in particular 

because I had drawn so extensively on her work over the years and telling her this at dinner 

on the first night much to the amusement of all present!  She had recently co-written a textbook 

on Social Responsibility in the Global Apparel Industry (Dickson et al., 2009) which was 

proving useful for my own research. Over the year that followed, I worked on developing my 

conference paper into a chapter for a book edited by Jennifer Bair, Marsha Dickson and Doug 

Miller on Workers’ rights and labor compliance in global supply chains.  This was my first 

experience of the world of academic publishing and I’m grateful for the guidance they gave 

me.  The direction of travel of my research at the time is revealed in the concluding paragraph: 

“The study contributes to the literature on social labelling in the global fashion industry 

by presenting the first evaluation of how information on working conditions is shared 

alongside products at the point of sale in online retail environments.  Interest in this 

emergent field of research is likely to grow as the market share of online apparel 

continues to rise and the boundaries between the online and offline information search 

behaviour of consumers becomes increasingly blurred as a result of the multichannel 

marketing strategies of retailers… Future research should look in more detail at the 

information needs of consumers and at how they interact with information on social 

responsibility in online environments.  Further research is also needed into the 

communication strategies of fashion retailers and the potential use of new mobile and 

interactive technologies to share information with consumers in a meaningful way at 

the point of purchase.” (Roberts, 2013) 

I was struggling however to identify a means to operationalise this aim of researching the 

information needs of consumers on the one hand, and how they interacted with information 

on the other.  Focus groups and interviews offered a means to explore information needs in 

some depth but were less suited for looking at interaction with actual shopping environments, 

especially given information on social responsibility on product pages was so limited.  On the 

other hand, whilst I was instinctively drawn to experimental methods for measuring interaction 

used in studies of online fashion retail, I did not see how they could address the complexities 

of the information needs of consumers on issues relating to social responsibility.   
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Attempts to educate and influence others  

One of the points that kept being raised throughout the FEI and Social Labelling conferences 

was the need to educate and create awareness among consumers, including through a 

‘citizenship curriculum’.  I had already been doing this as part of impact and outreach activities 

of BRASS, running workshops on citizenship in action with Year 8 pupils in local schools.  In 

my presentation Fair Fashion – where do our clothes come from (Year 8 Slides, 2009) I tried 

to explain the problems I was looking at in my research to an audience of 12-13 year olds by 

mapping out the journey of a ‘typical’ T-shirt, looking at environmental, social and economic 

problems associated with materials production, garment assembly, consumption and product 

use.  The idea of using a T-shirt to illustrate these problems came from reading The travels of 

a t-shirt in the global economy by US economist Pietra Rivioli (2005) where she followed the 

journey of a T-shirt from a cotton field in Texas to a factory in China and second hand clothing 

market in Africa, and from trade negotiations in Washington to a second hand clothing market 

in Africa.  It is a really honest account at points as she is forced to confront many of her own 

assumptions as a trained classical economist about the political, economic, and ethical effects 

of globalization.  Being an enthusiastic traveller myself, I loved the way she managed to 

explain the complexities of World trade in the form of a travelogue and put a human face to 

the subject by telling the story of real people involved at various points in the supply chain, 

and I tried to adopt a similar approach in my presentation.  I would begin each session by 

asking the pupils to look at the label of the outer layer of clothes they were wearing to identify 

which country it came from: invariably there would be clothes from China, Bangladesh and 

other Asian countries, and some countries closer to home such as Turkey, but only once did 

I find a pupil wearing a British made item.  This was a way to get them to understand the global 

nature of the industry and to start thinking at the limitations of information tabs on garments.  

I then looked at issues relating to cotton cultivation in Uzbekistan, including the price paid to 

farmers, harm caused to the o health of workers by pesticides, the environmental harm caused 

by Soviet era irrigation schemes, and the use of child labour. My choosing of Uzbekistan as 

an example is likely to have been triggered by press reports of child labour in the country (see 

Table 28).  Next, I would highlight concerns relating to working conditions and low pay in 

garment factories in Bangladesh, which was again becoming a more prominent issue in the 

media, and finally the environmental impact of consumption and use closer to home in Wales 

including overconsumption, clothing waste and high energy use from using tumble dryers.  

The slides incorporated images throughout, including of the Aral sea reduced to 10% of its 

previous size as a result of Soviet era irrigation schemes, a photo of a child collecting cotton 

in Uzbekistan, and, in later iterations of the presentation, images of the aftermath of fires in 

garment factories in Bangladesh (see Figure 18).  Looking back, these are quite challenging 

issues for 12–13-year-olds, and I am a little uneasy about the ethics of using images in this 
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way to shock them, but I also knew they were used to such material from the news and that I 

needed to find a way to make the topic resonate with them.  The slides also included headline 

statistics about the amount of clothing waste per year, estimated to be 30kg per person at the 

time, and about 83% of the CO2 emissions in the life-cycle of clothing coming from laundry, in 

particular tumble dryers.  Here I was heavily influenced by life cycle analysis of the economic, 

social and environmental impact of clothes undertaken by Allwood et al (2006) at the 

University of Cambridge.  I would stop after each country asking them what we could do to 

help tackle the problem in order to get them thinking about how they could make a practical 

difference and be active citizens, and included ideas afterwards on steps they could take 

including becoming better informed about working conditions by visiting the Clean Up Fashion 

and Ethical Fashion Initiative websies, joining campaigns run by Labour Behind the Label and 

other charities to improve working conditions, writing to politicians, recycling, and buying fewer 

items and avoiding tumble dryer use.  The pupils responded really well in most cases, and I 

hope it did a little at least to change behaviour, although my last suggestion on tumble dryer 

use may well have proved unpopular in a few households!   What strikes me looking back is 

the extent to which I trying to get them to think holistically about sustainability issues relating 

to clothes, in line with my own thinking, although I’m sure some would accuse me with some 

justification of oversimplification and making selective use of facts and figures. 

 

Figure 18: Sample Slides from year 8 Presentation 

 

 

 

In September 2010, I held a workshop on Fast Fashion at the National Federation of Women's 

Institutes’ Wales Public Affairs Conference.  I must admit to having been a little bit dismissive 

of the invite initially: the ‘jam and Jerusalem’ stereotype was very much in my mind, and I had 
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little awareness of their illustrious record as a lobbying organisation, campaigning not only for 

rights for women, but also many issues relating to fair trade, sustainable development and 

health.  They were ahead of their time campaigning for a ban on smoking in public places and 

CFCs and raising awareness of AIDS, and with a membership of over 200,000 they were able 

to make a real impact.  In 2007, they had launched the WI Great Milk Debate in face of the 

critical situation facing the dairy industry; 2008 saw the launce of the WI Carbon Challenge 

and saw 10,000 members pledge to reduce their carbon footprint by 20%; in 2009 their SOS 

for Honey Bees Campaign had really raised awareness of the plight of the honey bee; and in 

2010 their lead campaign was against Fast Fashion.  Armed with a slightly extended version 

of my Year 8 presentation and a workshop handout based on the Bangladesh garment 

industry, which presumably I had developed specifically for the event but reads more like 

business school case study, I headed to the Royal Welsh Show Ground in Llanelwedd full of 

confidence. What awaited me was a roomful of over 100 very well-informed prolific 

campaigners who were not afraid to speak their minds and ask difficult questions!  It was the 

most challenging audience I’d ever had, but also the most rewarding, and I returned to Cardiff 

full of respect for the organisation and keen to work further with them.  Later in the year I 

received a copy of the NFWI Fast Fashion Action Pack, a practical guide to members on how 

to reduce clothing waste and energy use by shopping smarter, buying less, swishing, recycling 

and washing well, and that included the following call: 

“The problems in the garment industry are broad and complex but discussions can 

begin by focusing on the working conditions that workers are under and the need for a 

living wage. High Street brands are powerful buyers and can influence working 

conditions by the demands they place on suppliers. 

We want big brands to tell us what steps they are taking to improve working conditions, 

in particular what they do to support a living wage and freedom of association. 

After years of slow progress across the garment industry the NFWI believes it is also 

now time for the UK Government to explore the role it can play in making UK-based 

companies responsible for their supply chains.” (NFWI, 2011) 

I was impressed with the approach they were taking, focusing on practical ways to address 

both environmental and social problems my research had highlighted; and with an 

organisation the size of the WI campaigning and raise awareness of these issue I was more 

confident than ever that the next few year would see a sea-change in terms of the attitudes 

and behaviour of consumers, retailers and policymakers alike.  

 

One of the other projects I was working on at the time was a chapter on engaging with policy-

makers for guide to social science methods, practice and engagement in the field of 

sustainability that my colleagues at BRASS were working on.  I reflect in the chapter on the 
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challenge of seeking to actively influence policy on the one hand, whilst maintaining academic 

independence and rigour on the other; this was particularly pertinent for me at the time as I 

was still doing some ad-hoc political consultancy work alongside my research and was aware 

of the potential conflicts between the two roles (Roberts, 2011).  The chapter starts by 

reviewing the history of sustainability policy and highlights a change of emphasis between the 

first two UK government sustainable development strategies published in 1994 and 1999 

which focused primarily on the role of science and markets in driving change, and the third 

strategy in 2005 which puts changing consumer behaviour at the heart of policy.  I was drawn 

to the 4E’s framework for driving behaviour change introduced in this strategy involving 

engaging the public through media campaigns and community action; exemplifying behaviour 

change by leading by example; encouraging change through economic rewards and social 

recognition; and enabling change by removing barriers to more sustainable lifestyles (see 

Figure 19).  Ironically, I do not think I reflected at the time on how relevant this was to my own 

PhD project.  My focus was still on enabling more socially responsible behaviour by removing 

the barrier of lack of information and providing better labelling; however this retrospective 

introspection has also revealed to me that I was also seeking to engage people through my 

outreach work, to exemplify by making ethical fashion consumption choices, and encouraged 

in turn by wearing clothes that were more consistent with my values and beliefs.  I can now 

see that enabling alone through providing more SR information is unlikely to catalyse a 

sustained long-term change in behaviour if consumers are not engaged with the issues, are 

encouraged and have examples to follow.      

 

Figure 19: The 4E’s Framework 

 

(DEFRA, 2005. Securing the Future p.26) 
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Having started my career as a journalist and then working in communications, the role media 

could play in changing behaviour was never far from my mind. A number of TV current affairs 

programmes and newspaper reports highlighted labour violations in factories supplying 

prominent high street retailers over this period including low pay, poor health and safety and 

the use of forced and child labour (see Table 28).  Whilst some of these brands would 

successfully challenge aspects of these reports, the stories did have the effect of raising 

awareness of working conditions amongst consumers, shareholders and key individuals within 

the companies themselves.   I did a number of media interviews on the subject over the period, 

including for the BBC Wales Current Affairs Program Manylu in February 2010, where I was 

asked to explain how fashion supply chains were structured and how consumers could find 

out more about working conditions in the factories that make their clothes.  I told the 

programme: 

“Fashion supply chains are notoriously complex because garment assembly has been 

largely outsourced to third-party owned factories in emerging economies all over the 

world.  Local regulations on working conditions and pay are often very weak in these 

countries and many workers face dangerous working conditions and receive very low 

pay as a result.  A number of retailers have introduced Codes of Conduct and factory 

audits in an attempt to tackle these problems.  However very few retailers disclose 

details about the nature and frequency of these audits and about labour problems they 

have found in their supply chains.  And this failure by companies to share this 

information either in stores or on the web makes it extremely difficult for consumers to 

find out where and how their clothes were made.” 

The program went on to follow a young consumer as she sought information about the origin 

of clothes from staff in high street shops in Bangor, North Wales, and struggled to get answers 

to her questions.  In a small way, I hope therefore that I contributed towards raising awareness 

of the key issues my research had identified amongst the wider public. 

 

Working with Fashioning and Ethical Industry had made me aware that, as an educator, I had 

a role in influencing the next generation of managers and decision makers in the fashion 

industry.  I ran workshops in this period for fashion design students at a local further education 

college, highlighting the need to take sustainability into consideration in the design process.  

By now, I was also a tutor on a number of courses at Cardiff Business School, including the 

core Marketing module in the first year, Buyer Behaviour in the second year, and third year 

modules in Strategic Management and Advertising and Marketing Communications.  My main 

motivation for taking on this teaching was in order to gain experience to help with my future 

career, and also to earn a little more income. I would prepare incessantly for each session, 

fearful of being asked questions I did not know the answer to, and whilst this was undoubtedly 
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a distraction from my research, it did contribute a lot to my understanding of both teaching and 

wider debates in the fields of marketing and strategy.  I remember being frustrated however, 

at the limited opportunities I had to influence the content of the seminars and wider curriculum 

and to teach topics closer to my own research.  An opportunity came to do this in April 2011 

when I was asked to develop and teach a 3-hour lecture and seminar on Sustainability 

Marketing as part of the Marketing and Society module on the MSc Marketing.  Having 

completed the module myself two years previously, I was hugely excited about this 

opportunity, but also terrified at the prospect of filling 3 hours! There were about 50 students 

on the course of who over two thirds were international students.  Here again, I followed the 

journey of a ‘typical’ cotton t-shirt, but I had now broadened this to include the design, transport 

and re-use phases and had develop a visual representation of these steps in the form of a 

washing-line of labels (see  – see Figure 20).  I provided much greater detail about each step, 

including lots of economic and statistical data, again using dramatic images to try and ensure 

the points I made resonated with the students, and outlined practical steps towards 

sustainability that could be taken by various stakeholders.        

 

Figure 20: Sample slide from Marketing and Society Lecture 

 

 

In the second part of the lecture, I started by posing a question: was the whole concept of 

sustainability marketing an oxymoron, contrasting the traditional economic view of marketing 

as being all about creating demand for products and increasing consumption with 

sustainability’s focus on preserving natural resources and reducing consumption.  This idea 

has always fascinated me and is one of the reasons I was drawn to the case study of fashion 

in the first place because of its focus on creating demand for new styles all the time, making 
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it inherently unsustainable.  I then posed a further question that was troubling me: were 

attempts by companies to communicate information on social responsibility simply 

‘greenwash’ and an attempt to improve their corporate reputation?  To illustrate this point, I 

contrasted adverts highlighting green credentials to improve sales with adverts that sought to 

engage consumers with the sustainability agenda; sustainability reports that simply highlighted 

examples of good practice with reports detailing information on challenges and non-

compliance; social labels with a narrow focus and minimal checks and balances to broader 

schemes that provided greater transparency; and basic CSR websites that were just box 

ticking exercises with genuine attempts to use the web to engage with consumers on 

sustainability issues.  At this point, I presented them with a made-up case study of an UK fast 

fashion retailer who had recently faced criticism after a TV current affairs programme had 

exposed examples of child labour in supplier factories in India; this was loosely based on the 

fast fashion retailers Primark and Peacocks, and I asked them to work in groups to identify 

ways the company could “improve its reputation and raise awareness of the steps it has taken 

to become more sustainable.”  The students engaged well with the task and many groups 

came up with innovative ideas that aimed to make a positive impact for both the business and 

wider society – the win-win approach I was so drawn to - although I was surprised to find quite 

a few of the international students were unfamiliar with the fair trade label and concept.  Finally, 

at the end of the session proposed a Sustainability Marketing Mix Framework (see Figure 21) 

as a way forward for the industry.   I would go on to deliver the session again the following two 

years and an abridged online version for students enrolled on a module on Apparel 

Consumers and Social Responsibility at the University of Delaware. 

 

Figure 21: Sustainability Marketing Mix 
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Attempts to become more ethical  

When I completed my MBA in 2007, I felt frustrated that I lacked information to make an 

informed choice when purchasing clothes, but the MSc dissertation I completed in 2009 had 

the opposite effect.  Having undertaken a content analysis of the CSR webpages, policies, 

reports and Codes of Conduct of leading High Street retailers, I now felt totally overwhelmed 

as a consumer and suffering from information overload.  I had also joined Facebook in late 

2007, followed by Twitter in early 2008, and social media quickly became an addiction and 

added a completely new layer of information and opinion to my decision making.  As my 

research journey progressed, so too did the complexities of making consumption choices and 

the ethical dilemmas I faced.  BRASS was undertaking work on ‘Carbon Footprinting’ at the 

time, and I started to take a keener interest in environmental matters and tried to reduce my 

own ecological footprint on a day-to-day basis.  This still did not stop me from flying on long-

haul holidays in the period however, including to the Dominican Republic in 2009, and both 

California and Kenya in 2010; indeed, my interest in travel developed into a bit of an obsession 

at this time as I competed with friends on social media to colour in world maps of countries 

visited.  Most controversially of all, I flew from Cardiff to Newcastle for the Social Labelling 

Conference in 2010 because it was cheaper and significantly quicker; I remember feeling 

particularly guilty and embarrassed by this, but not sufficiently so to change my behaviour and 

opt for the seven hour train journey instead! 

 

Whilst preparing my paper for the Conference, I had come across a 7-page buyers’ guide for 

clothes produced by the Ethical Consumer Magazine (2009), which utilised an ethical rating 

system Ethicscore they had developed to make it easier for consumers to buy ethically.  The 

guide ranked 29 leading retailers on how well they perform in relation to 20 different ethical 

concerns relating to the environment (Environmental Reporting, Nuclear Power, Climate 

Change, Pollution & Toxics and Habitats & Resources), animals (Animal Testing, Factory 

Farming and Animal Rights), people (Human Rights, Workers’ Rights, Supply Chain Policy, 

Irresponsible Marketing and Arms & Military Supply), and politics (Genetic Engineering, 

Boycott Call, Political Activity, Anti-Social Finance). The system also included additional 

ratings for ‘company ethos’ and ‘product sustainability’.  The summary of the results is included 

in Figure 22, and a 27 page detailed breakdown of how each score had been calculated was 

also included at the end of the guide (Ethical Consumer, 2009).  In many ways, this was exactly 

the information I had been looking for since starting my ethical consumption journey and 

should have made it easier to shop for clothes.  The Ethiscore system should have also chimed 

with my holistic view of ethical consumption, conscious as I was of the complexities of issues 

relating to social responsibility in fashion supply chains.  However, as a consumer, I found 
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myself completely overwhelmed by the number of different ethical concerns incorporated into 

the ranking system and by the volume of information, despite my history of information search 

and background knowledge of sustainability issues relating to clothes.    

 

Figure 22: Ethical Consumer Magazine Ethiscores for Clothes Shops, 2009 

 

(Ethical Consumer, 2009, p.3) 

 

In addition to ranking leading high street retailers, the guide also included an Alternative 

Clothing Directory made up of 18 retailers that traded on their good ethical credentials, which 

were again given an Ethiscore rating but without the scoring for the individual 20 ethical 

concerns (see Figure 23).  I found this to be easier to cope with despite the reduced level of 

detail, although when I subsequently looked up each retailer, I found a huge variation between 
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them in terms of size, product appeal and resonance.  I was already familiar with some of the 

names on the list, for example the global outdoor clothing company Patagonia which appealed 

to me because of their high performing clothes, Kuyichi which I had purchased in the past, 

and People Tree who were featured regularly in the fashion press.  Others such as Ascension, 

Frank and Faith and Seasalt were new to me, but I liked their clothes when I browsed online.  

I was keen to support Bishopston Trading and Traidcraft because of their focus on aid and 

helping workers in emerging economies, but their clothes were craft orientated and did not 

appeal to me.  EDUN on the other hand was a luxury brand owned by the Irish singer Bono 

and his wife that aimed to help support development in Africa, something that appealed to me, 

but the clothes were extremely expensive. Natural Clothing, Gossypium and Greenfibres in 

turn focused on health and environmental considerations, and I found that their messages did 

not resonate with me to the same extent; they also had limited product ranges and their clothes 

did not appeal to me.  Most of the companies on the list did not have any retail outlets locally 

and a number of the websites were also underdeveloped or badly designed, which further 

limited their appeal.  
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Figure 23: Ethical Consumer Magazine Alternative Clothing Directory, 2009 

 

(Ethical Consumer, 2009, p.6) 

 

I made a conscious effort over this period to become an ethical fashion consumer and to ‘walk 

the talk’ as it were. Figure 24 are examples of pro social and/or environmental T-shirts 

purchased at this time which I have kept because of their added meaning and value to me. I 

was particularly fond of the No Sweat T-shirt, which is political in nature, declaring that it is 

“100% Union Made”, and purchased the “Shout about your label” T-shirt championing 

FairTrade labelling at Fair Do’s, a fair trade shop round the corner from my house.  I would 

wear both at university and socially when seeking to present myself as ethical person through 

my clothes.  In wearing the green T-shirt with the Howies logo embellished across the front I 

was in turn championing the fact that it was a Welsh-based company with good environmental 

credentials, despite my earlier reservations about their inability to provide assurances on 

working conditions in supplier factories. Usually, however I prefer to be a bit more subtle and 
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less conspicuous in my clothing choices; the charcoal T-shirt in for example has illustrations 

depicting different parts of a fashion supply chain that make up the word respect, and the 

design also incorporates the MadeBY button logo, but this is not immediately obvious and 

requires a bit of decoding.  I purchased this during a visit to an ethical fashion boutique that 

had been opened by Ascension in this period off Oxford Street London but remember feeling 

a little out of place shopping in such a high-end fashion store.  The Cause+Affect T-shirt was 

bought online and depicts the World as a lollipop melting to highlight the issue of global 

warming, but the main aspect I like about is the way “made in India under ILO conditions” and 

“organic cotton” are printed inside the neckline. My most treasured of all of these items 

however is the plain Kuyichi T-shirt; the branding is subtle and unlikely to be recognised by 

many, but elements such as the “pure basics” and other detail printed inside the neckline gave 

it added meaning, and I always felt good when was wearing it. 
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Figure 24: Examples of pro social and/or environmental T-shirts   

     

No Sweat       Shout about your label   

      

Howies       Ascension “Respect”   

    

Cause-Affect       Kuyychi   
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Whilst I purchased a few T-shirts from ethical specialists over this period, virtually all my other 

clothes were bought elsewhere.  Limited product ranges, the absence of local outlets, and a 

continued reluctance to buy clothing online despite the fact that it was becoming easier to 

purchase and return items, meant that most of my clothes continued to come from the high 

street, but I was now much better informed about the ethical credentials of different brands.  

My list of acceptable retailers had broadened to include H&M, Timberland, Levi and John 

Lewis amongst others.  The addition of H&M is particularly interesting as I had previously 

assumed it to be a less ethical option because of the relatively low prices, but had now 

identified them as a leader in terms of engagement with the social responsibility agenda, and 

going back through my clothing possessions I can see I purchased many basic items such as 

loungewear from the retailer over this period.  John Lewis is another interesting choice: I felt 

happy to shop there despite their low Ethiscore scoring and limited transparency relating to 

supply chains because the business was owned by the employees and seemed to care about 

the wellbeing of customers.  I avoided other retailers, notably Arcadia brands because of their 

refusal to join the Ethical Trading Initiative, which I now considered to be a minimum 

requirement for any retailer, and Primark which I still felt had not responded adequately to 

criticisms in the press and from other stakeholders.  Even with my favoured list of retailers, I 

continued to be frustrated however by the lack of information and labelling at the point of 

purchase about how and where individual items of clothing I bought had been produced, and 

the lack of ethical clothing ranges on the high street.   

 

Dark days 

The following section of the introspection has been the most difficult to write, for 2011 was a 

difficult year for me both personally and academically.  I have thought long and hard about 

whether to include it here but given one of the criticisms levelled at personal introspection as 

a methodology is the potential to gloss over difficult and inconvenient experiences, I feel it is 

important for me to include it.  My educational, professional and research journey up to this 

point had been broadly positive, despite a few setbacks and challenges; however, I was now 

starting to lose my way. I had preoccupied myself in the two years of the PhD programme on 

conference papers, book chapters, impact activities, teaching and other professional 

commitments.  Consequently, I had fallen behind on what should have been my primary work 

– the PhD itself!  I had still not managed to narrow the focus of my research into a manageable 

project; indeed, my conceptualisation of consumption ethics was broadening if anything.  

Consequently, I was reading too widely and struggling to identify means and methods to 

operationalise my aim of gaining a holistic understanding of ethical consumption and 

information search behaviour relating to sustainability.  Instinctively I was drawn towards 

qualitative methods like interviews and focus groups as they offered a means to explore 
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information needs in depth, but this felt too abstracted from the actual shopping environments 

where such information search would take place.  This in turn drew me towards observational 

methods for ‘measuring’ consumer interaction with online fashion retail spaces, but I did not 

see how such methods could address the complexities of searching for information relating to 

social responsibility.  By now, other students in my cohort who had been working on narrower 

questions using established methodologies, and who had not engaged in wider impact 

activities, were at an advanced stage of their research.  Panic started to set in that I was 

running out of time, but I felt too ashamed to discuss my concerns with my supervisors having 

never failed at anything before in my educational career.  The news agenda at the time was 

relentlessly negative as the austerity measures introduced by the Coalition Government 

following the credit crunch and banking crisis of 2007/08 started to take effect, and I remember 

listening to the news would fill me with gloom and anxiety.  It almost felt indulgent to be 

undertaking research into ethical consumerism when consumers were struggling to afford 

basic clothing items let alone pay a premium for socially responsible fashion.  What I did not 

realise at time, or refused to admit to myself, was that my mental health was also deteriorating.  

As pressure grew in the autumn 2011 to share work with my supervisors and report on my 

progress, I found myself unable to write or do anything and crippled by anxiety.  It was the 

scariest experience of my life: I thought I had failed everyone and that my career was over.   

 

Finally, in November 2011 I sought medical help and discussed it with my supervisors, who 

were very supportive. It was a huge relief admitting my problems, and with hindsight, I should 

obviously have done it much earlier.  I put the PhD on hold for a while and focused on restoring 

my health, getting to know myself better, putting things into perspective, and rebuilding my 

energy levels.  Whilst the PhD contributed to the breakdown in my health, it also helped with 

my recovery.  I returned to North Wales for a few weeks to work in the familiar surroundings 

of Bangor University Library where I had fond memories of working during my A levels and 

ended up spending most of the following year with family in North Wales.  Gradually, I got 

back into a daily routine working every day at the library on my literature review and method 

chapters.  Looking back at my extensive notes from this period, all systematically compiled in 

table format, I can see that I still lacked focus and was reading too widely, but it was all part 

of the healing process  

 

Having previously started to question the purpose and value of my research, events in 2012-

2013 bought home to me the importance of continuing with the project.  In November 2012 

over 100 workers died at a fire in a garment factory in Bangladesh that supplied the world’s 

biggest retailer, Walmart, and Edinburgh Woollen Mills amongst others (see Table 29).  Earlier 

that year, Edinburgh Woollen Mills had been hailed as a saviour in the Welsh media when it 
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bought the troubled Cardiff headquartered fast fashion retailer Peacocks, and I was shocked 

such a fire could still take place in factories supplying companies I was so familiar with, despite 

all the campaigning and scrutiny on the issue over previous years.  Worse was to come in 

April 2013 when 1,135 people were killed following the collapse of Rana Plaza, an eight-storey 

Bangladeshi garment factory that supplied Primark and other leading UK retailers (see Table 

29).  These events shook some of my core beliefs about business responsibility and self-

regulation.  I had spent years reviewing CSR policies and strategies and listening to retailers 

describe the proactive steps they were taking to improve working conditions and form long-

term partnerships specifically in Bangladesh, but these factory disasters demonstrated that 

such ‘win-win’ approaches were piecemeal and inadequate.  I began to question the power 

and influence of consumer and stakeholder pressure and was gradually coming to the same 

view as the WI that slow progress across the garment industry meant the UK Government 

needed to regulate retailers to make them take responsibility for their supply chains.  I still held 

to the belief throughout however that information, transparency and traceability were key to 

driving improvements, and felt that the number of casualties in the Rana Plaza case in 

particular would force the hands of retailers on the issue given the level of media coverage 

and public concern at the time.   

 

Table 29: Stories on garment supply chains on BBC News Online, 2012-2013 

24 November 2012 Bangladesh factory fire 

'troubles' Walmart 

At least 110 die in a fire at Tazreen Fashions 

factory fire in Ashulia district on the outskirts 

of Dhaka that supplied Walmart, C&A and 

Edinburgh Woollen Mills 

24 April 2013 Bangladesh factory collapse 

toll passes 1,000 

Collapse of Rana Plaza, an eight-storey 

building which housed garment factories that 

supplied leading UK retailers including 

Primark, killing 1,135 people.  Worst disaster 

in the history of the garment industry.  

Extensive news coverage raising questions 

about business model of retailers, cheap 

clothes, and forced retailers to take issue 

seriously. 

9 May 2013 Eight dead in Bangladesh 

garment factory blaze 

A fire in a garment factory in the Dhaka kills at 

least eight people, barely 2 weeks after the 

Rana Plaza fire 

23 September 2013 Dying for a Bargain: 

Panorama investigates the 

human cost of cheap clothes 

Current affairs programme Panorama found 

factory workers in Bangladesh are working 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-20506179
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-20506179
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-22476774
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-22476774
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-23028703
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-23028703
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-asia-22463901/eight-dead-in-bangladesh-garment-factory-blaze
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-asia-22463901/eight-dead-in-bangladesh-garment-factory-blaze
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-asia-24200485/dying-for-a-bargain-panorama-investigates-the-human-cost-of-cheap-clothes
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-asia-24200485/dying-for-a-bargain-panorama-investigates-the-human-cost-of-cheap-clothes
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-asia-24200485/dying-for-a-bargain-panorama-investigates-the-human-cost-of-cheap-clothes


 

352 
 

19-hour shifts in dangerous conditions to 

make clothes for Western high streets. 

9 Oct 2013 Deadly fire at Bangladesh 

factory 

At least nine people killed when a fire swept 

through a clothing factory near Dhaka. 

 

I was back on track by the autumn 2012: my literature review was taking shape and I had 

decided on a methodology.  I was proposing to combine the website analysis methods I had 

previously used to analyse SR communication material with a form of accompanied shopping 

to address the conundrum of how to gain contextual, naturalistic data on the actual information 

search behaviour of socially conscious consumers.  My plan was to sit down with a sample of 

WI members who I knew had an interest in, and awareness of, social responsibility issues 

relating to the clothing industry, and observe their behaviour as they browsed for clothes and 

searched for behaviour online in their own homes.  This was a new and untested method, and 

I still had reservations about its use.  When piloting the method, I found I had to direct 

participants to particular retail pages because there was little or no information on social 

responsibility on most.  I then had to help them to navigate from product pages to the 

information because it was so complex, and I was concerned this influenced behaviour too 

much and would compromise the naturalistic integrity of the study.  The Ethics Committee at 

Cardiff Business School in turn were concerned that I would be putting myself at risk visiting 

participants in their own homes, although they finally gave approval to the project following a 

number of revisions.  Whilst I knew the method was not perfect, it did offer a practical way of 

addressing my main research aims and objectives at the time, and by the spring of 2013 I was 

finally ready to start on data collection.   

 

A yearlong experiment with ethical consumerism  

As I progressed with my research, tensions grew between my ethical beliefs on the one hand, 

and clothes shopping on the other, and I had come to realise that I needed to do much more 

than simply buying ethical products to be a truly socially and environmentally responsible 

consumer.  I made a conscious decision therefore at the start of 2012 try to be an ethical 

clothing consumer for a year and to look for alternative solutions to simply supporting more 

responsible high street retailers with my custom.  My research had made me aware of the 

benefits of second-hand clothes in terms of reducing raw material use and waste, so I started 

visiting charity shops for the first time.  This had the added appeal of supporting good causes 

and charitable giving, however I did not enjoy the experience. As a consumer, I only tend to 

go shopping for clothes when I need a specific item and rarely visit shops just for browsing 

and I’m usually very picky and have never viewed shopping as a leisure activity.  

Consequently, I found visiting charity shops frustrating because they never seemed to have 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-asia-24455196/deadly-fire-at-bangladesh-factory
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-asia-24455196/deadly-fire-at-bangladesh-factory
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the items I needed, and on the rare occasions that I found an item I liked, it often was not the 

right size.  I found the randomness and irregularity in what they stocked both disconcerting 

and inefficient in terms of time.  The somewhat chaotic layout of many charity stores and 

amateur way products were displayed annoyed me, and there was something about the smell 

of many stores I found off-putting.  Deep down, I think I also had misgivings about the 

cleanliness of the clothes and wearing items previously worn by people I did not know, and 

whilst I knew this to be irrational as I could launder the clothes myself after purchase, this 

uneasiness never went away.  I also tried to follow the lead of my sister who had been 

purchasing second had children’s clothes on Ebay for several years for both budgetary and 

environmental reasons.  This should have addressed my concerns about availability and 

choice, but I still struggled to find the right clothes when I needed them.  My longstanding 

reluctance to buy online without feeling and trying items was further exacerbated by the fact 

that, unlike online retailers, many Ebay sellers either did not allow products to be returned if 

they did not fit, or did not cover the return postage costs; and again if I’m honest I think I was 

still uncomfortable with the idea of wearing clothes used previously by others.   

 

My mother had taken up knitting again around the time, making clothes for my nephews and 

nieces and gifts for new-born babies.  I had mocked the school jumpers she used to knit for 

me for years, but now they held a new appeal to me because I could establish their provenance 

in much more detail.  Knowing that I was attempting to buy ethically that year, she offered to 

knit me a tank top as my Christmas gift, and I jumped at the opportunity.  I conducted an 

extensive search online to identify a knitting pattern that I liked and ethical yarn, and this is 

how I found Gathenor, a company in Ceredigion producing and selling wool certified to be 

100% organic by the Soil Association.  Further research revealed that their yarns were 

produced from sheep kept on organic land in West Wales that had not been treated with 

herbicides, pesticides and fertilisers, and that no chemicals or inputs were used during 

processing.  I opted for an undyed yearn made from Balwen wool, a rare breed of Welsh 

mountain sheep from the Tywi Valley area.  My mother was initially somewhat sceptical: she 

believed the yarn would be harder to knit and questioned the higher cost of the wool.  She 

finally started knitting in November 2012; I know this because I posted as follows on her 

progress on social media on 20 November 2012: “My 100% organic, chemical free, 100% 

Welsh Christmas gift from Mam slowly taking shape #slowfashion # practicewhatipreach 

#weithiau” (see  

 

Figure 25). This demonstrates how ethical consumption had become a part of my identity at 

the time and what the jumper meant to me, but I think there is also an element of trying to 

present myself as an ethical consumer here.  To this day, this brown hand knitted  
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woollen tank-top (see Figure 26) is the clothing item I treasure the most.  I wear it on bitterly 

cold winter days and when working on my research in cold libraries. I feel good wearing it, 

knowing that I can trace its origins from sheep to jumper – and the fact that it was a Christmas 

gift by parents gives it additional meaning and value.  

 

Figure 25: Facebook Post November 2012 

   

Figure 26: Christmas Gift 2012 

 

 

Looking back, my use of the hashtag “weithiau”, the Welsh word for occasionally, in the post 

is revealing.  By this point, I had been trying to be an ethical fashion consumer for about a 

year but recognised that I had not been fully successful despite my best efforts.  There were 

a number of ‘blips’ during the period including a few purchases from the high street, and this 

tank top was the only fully traceable item I had managed to acquire despite the extensive 

knowledge I had by now of the clothing retail sector.  However, my desire to consume 
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responsibly was real and was no longer limited to purchases, and the main change in my 

behaviour over the year was a significant reduction in my overall levels of clothing purchases. 

I now thought long and hard before buying anything and tried to buy fewer items and to limit 

purchases to higher quality items that would last.   The difficulty of finding ethical products was 

another contributory factor here, and by the end of the year buying clothes had become a 

stressful affair because of the number of balancing ethical considerations.  I also took active 

steps to reduce the environmental impact of product use by washing at lower temperatures 

and avoiding tumble-dryer use, although poor weather and a fondness for brilliant white shirts 

for work would sometimes test my resolve.  Beyond fashion, my behaviour started to change 

in relation to other purchases and habits, notably food and energy use, however there were 

other behaviours that remained unchanged.  Travel was my biggest vice again, and whilst I 

opted to travel overland by train to Denmark for my summer holiday, I still felt able to justify 

going on a long-haul trip to Burma over Christmas, arguably negating all my efforts during the 

year to reduce my carbon footprint! 

 

Life as a lecturer   

My passion for teaching had grown steadily through my research journey and I had come to 

realise early on that this was the aspect of academic life that appealed to me the most. So 

when a Welsh medium lecturing post in Business, Marketing and Events came up in the spring 

of 2013 at University of South Wales and Cardiff Metropolitan University, I thought it was too 

good an opportunity to miss.  This post was funded by the newly established Coleg Cymraeg 

Cenedlaethol and I felt a responsibility to apply in order to support the development of Welsh 

medium provision in higher education.  As outlined earlier in this chapter, the Welsh language 

has always been one of the main influences in my life, and whilst I knew this would be a further 

distraction from the PhD, I thought I would be able to complete the project relatively easily 

alongside the role.  I had completely underestimated the time and energy it would take 

however to develop and manage new provision at two institutions and teach full time, 

especially as I was also required to complete a Postgraduate Certificate in Teaching in Higher 

Education (PgCTHE) during my first two years in post.  I’m also embarrassed to admit that 

one of the first things I did after being appointed was buying a new VW Scirocco sportscar, 

although the manufacturer’s claims about the environmental benefits of the ‘eco’ diesel went 

some way to easing my conscience.     

 

One of the first subjects I taught was an introduction to entrepreneurship module, where I drew 

upon and highlighted my own practical experience of establishing a business.  I was also 

asked at this time to present at a Coleg Cymraeg Cenedlaethol Conference on 

Entrepreneurship in Aberystwyth and used autoethnography as my main research method.  
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Aware of the contested nature of the methodology, I spent time at the start of the presentation 

addressing some of the main criticisms and justifying its use.  Reflecting at the end, I note that 

it had proved to be a surprisingly rich source of data and had yielded a number of unexpected 

findings, but that it had felt odd to write in the first person and that I also felt quite exposed and 

vulnerable writing so openly about my own experience.  The response was broadly positive, 

although the conference organisers did receive an email from one academic colleague 

afterwards questioning the use of ‘unconventional’ and ‘unreliable’ methods by some 

presenters, presumably with my paper in mind!  

 

Figure 27: Sample Slides from Autoethnography Presentation, 2013 

 

 

 

The other main module I taught in the first year was research methods for business, a subject 

I have since gone on to teach in a variety of different formats on a wide range of business, 

marketing and event related programmes at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels in 

Welsh and English at the two universities where I work.  Again, I have drawn upon and 

highlighted my own research in my teaching using the field of consumer social responsibility 

as an example of how different philosophical and methodological approaches have been 

utilised to address similar questions. Similarly, I have reflected on the challenges I faced 

myself when supervising undergraduate and postgraduate dissertation projects, ever mindful 

of the need to keep an eye on the mental wellbeing of my students, and I believe this in turn 

has made me a better teacher and supervisor.  My own research during these years was 

pedagogic as I worked on the PgCTHE, and the action research, reflective and problem-

solving approach and methodologies we were encouraged to use appealed to me. I also 

taught a number of employability-related modules over this period which use a similar self-

reflective approach and where students are encouraged to write in the first person. 
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For a variety of reasons, I did not teach any marketing modules until my third year in post, but 

when the opportunity arose, I sought from the start to incorporate ethics, social responsibility 

and sustainability into the curriculum.  I draw on my own experience as a consumer regularly 

in my teaching, especially when trying to explain difficult concepts, for example when lecturing 

on consumer decision making models for first year students I use my own experience of buying 

a coat as an example (see Figure 28).  Preparing this lecture revealed to me that I can be a 

highly rational consumer when it comes to clothes. I engaged in extensive information search 

online and evaluated a wide range of alternative brands and styles before deciding to buy, but 

subsequently visited a store to try it on before buying to ensure it fitted.  There were also a lot 

of social and cultural influences on my behaviour: even in my mid-thirties I consulted my 

parents before buying, and ultimately, I only gave serious consideration to the two brands I 

was happy to be seen wearing and that I felt presented the right image.  Ironically however, I 

do not recall searching for information on its social and ethical credentials throughout the 

process, despite my interest in the subject.  I loved the coat and wore it every day to work and 

socially, but the story does not end there!  It was stolen from my car a year later, which I was 

upset about because of not only the expense but also because of all the time and energy I 

had spent finding it.  When it came to purchasing a replacement, I did not go through any of 

these stages and simply bought exactly the same coat online from the cheapest stockist I 

could find.  At the end of this story, I always ask my students how well the model describes 

their own behaviour when buying both coats and pairs of socks, and the range of responses 

always surprise me.  There will always be a few in class who will go through each step for a 

coat but usually not for socks; occasionally I have found sock lovers who go through each step 

for these items also; but many others will not do any information search and simply purchase 

clothes when they see something they like.  This experience has made me further question 

research that seeks to generalise for all consumers and has highlighted the need to take care 

not to assume that other shoppers engage in similar levels of information search to my own. 

 

Figure 28: Sample Slides from Consumer Behaviour Lecture, 2015 
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Throughout this period, I put the PhD on the back burner, focusing on teaching and managerial 

responsibilities, and my research interests drifted elsewhere as I undertook action-orientated 

pedagogic research into technology-enhanced learning and tensions between localisation 

(Welsh) and globalisation in the curriculum.  Media and public interest in social responsibility 

and fashion also appeared to dissipate quickly despite my earlier assumption that the scale of 

the Rana Plaza disaster would lead to a long-term change in attitudes.  Most of the requests 

for press interviews I received over this period were about the decline of the high street as a 

number of retailers entered administration, including one of the main names in UK retail, British 

Home Stores.  I attributed this in part to pressure on margins in order to compete with low-

cost fast-fashion retailers and the squeeze on household budgets as a result of wage 

stagnation and Government austerity measures, but also to the rise in online fashion I had 

anticipated a decade earlier, and which was now accelerating at a rapid pace.    

 

When I completed PgCTHE in 2016, I knew I needed to focus again on getting a doctoral 

qualification for my career progression, but the thought of returning to the PhD filled me with 

dread.  It bought back unhappy memories of the dark days of 2011 and feelings of constant 

guilt about not making more progress.  I explored other avenues such as a doctorate in 

education linked to my pedagogic research and professional doctorates with their more 

structured and applied approaches.  Finally, in the summer of 2016 after putting it off as long 

as I could, I reopened my PhD files for the first time in three and a half years and felt almost 

physically sick as I did so.  But I was pleasantly surprised and realised that maybe I had not 

wasted all those years after all – and that what I had done to date had the makings of a good 

doctoral thesis.  My interest in the subject was reignited and, with a renewed sense of purpose, 

I submitted a proposal to complete the research using the methodology I had settled upon 

back in 2012.  There were some further delays because of administrative processes and work 

commitments, but finally in April 2017 my PhD journey recommenced.  It was at this point that 

one of my supervisors asked if I had considered using autoethnography as part of my 

methodology, and this was a bit of an ‘eureka moment’!  I could immediately see that this could 

be a means to collect data on information search and the meaning of consumption in a deeper 

and more naturalistic way than the other methods I had reviewed.  My autoethnographic study 
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for the entrepreneurship conference in 2013, and the self-reflective methods I had used during 

the PgCTHE, had opened my eyes to the richness of data available when studying myself, 

and its potential to yield unexpected insights.  A few years earlier, I would have questioned 

the validity and credibility of such an approach, but teaching research methods had made me 

more comfortable in my own research skin and about defending the use of such methods.  A 

brief diversion undertaking research in the field of place marketing and linguistic landscapes 

had led me to a rich body of research using introspective methods and this literature appealed 

to me.  However, I still had niggling reservations about whether I could defend and justify its 

use in my PhD, still troubled a little by the criticism of my conference presentation a few years 

earlier.  To put my mind fully at rest, I decided to undertake a review of the use of the use of 

introspective methods in the field of consumer behaviour and marketing, knowing this is where 

I would hopefully be disseminating my research at the end of the journey.  I was initially 

alarmed, especially as I read of the controversy caused by Gould’s (1991) subjective personal 

introspection on the relationship between product use and sexual energy states, particularly 

as many of these criticisms came from researchers that usually favoured qualitative methods.  

I shared some of their concerns about studies that relied solely on past memories alone 

without providing any supporting data; however, my worries eased as I came across other 

studies that incorporated ‘confirmatory’ elements such as personal records and photographs 

and that combed single-person introspection with other data collection methods.  The richness 

and depth of these studies, and the way they were able to look at consumption experience 

over a long period, confirmed to me that this was the best method for me to address my aim 

of gaining a holistic understanding of ethical consumption and fashion given the complexity of 

supply chains and the number of social and environmental concerns relating to the production, 

retail, consumption and use of clothes.   And so, finally in August 2018, I started to write this 

personal introspection on my journey as a researcher and consumer.   

 

Final reflections 

When I started writing this introspection, I did not expect it to be so long and that it would yield 

so much information and unexpected insights.  Going through photographs, records and work 

produced over a number of years has provided extensive access into my lived experiences as 

a consumer, student, researcher and lecturer.  In a way, it has been a cathartic process and 

revealed to me that I was much more active in terms of impact, dissemination and research 

outputs than I realised.  It has also been interesting to track how my views and understanding 

of consumer and corporate social responsibility have formed and changed over time.   

Reviewing my purchase history over this period in turn has revealed the extent to which my 

values and beliefs have shaped my actual shopping behaviour, the tensions and challenges 

I’ve faced at different times, and the influence of other social, cultural, historic and contextual 
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factors on my purchases.  A part of me is embarrassed and ashamed of the fact that my ethical 

intentions have not always been translated into practice in my day-to-day life, and about the 

number of contradictions revealed by my wardrobe.  However, I am also cheered by the fact 

that in many cases I did try to be an informed consumer despite barriers and the difficulties of 

consuming more responsibly.  Finally, not all the changes in my behaviour are revealed by 

simply reviewing my actual purchases and the content of the wardrobe.  The main change in 

my consumption over the last decade has been to try to buy fewer, higher quality items that 

will last, and to try to reduce energy use when laundering clothes.  To an extent, therefore, 

there has been a sustained change in my behaviour, although I would be the first to admit that 

I have a long way to go before I could honestly describe myself as an ethical consumer.   
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Appendix F: Wardrobe Introspection (Full Text) 

Let me tell you the story of my wardrobe! I love this wardrobe!  I bought it as a flat-pack from 

Ikea a few years after purchasing my house back in the early noughties when money was 

tight, and I still remember the challenges of assembling it by myself – and the pride I felt when 

it was completed! It’s part of the PAX range still sold by the Swedish giant, and I spent a great 

deal of time measuring and designing it before purchasing and have been back over the years 

to browse for and buy additional accessories for it, usually indulging in Swedish meatballs in 

the restaurant as part of the shopping ritual.  Unlike clothes shopping, I actually enjoy visiting 

Ikea, and have since bought and assembled a full wall of PAX wardrobes for both my sister 

and my parents as they were always envious of my wardrobe when they came to visit!   

 

When I have shown the photo in Figure 29, taken on 1st September 2018, to friends and 

colleagues, most have suggested that I must have tidied it first, but I actually didn’t alter it 

much, other than to make brand logos show more clearly where I felt they were relevant.  I am 

by nature quite organised when it comes to clothes and storage, and hate clutter, so the 

wardrobe is usually carefully organised and kept tidy.  About once a year I will have a clear-

out when it gets too full, taking items I can bear to part company with – for I get quite attached 

to my clothes – to my local Oxfam store.  This helps lessen the guilt I feel about overconsuming 

clothes.  I opt for Oxfam partly because international development is the charitable issue that 

resonates with me the most, partly to support my local Oxfam store, and because of 

background research undertaken in the past into how different charities process clothing 

donations.  I remember being impressed with the way they go through all clothes to sort them 

for different markets and reuse depending on where they will generate most income for 

charitable work.   
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Figure 29: Personal Wardrobe, 1 September 2018 

 

 

At the top of the wardrobe there are suitcases used for travel, my big guilty pleasure and vice.  

For each of these I undertook extensive research prior to purchase, both online and in store.  

The two on the right are Berghaus trolley-cases, one large for long-haul trips and a smaller 

one for shorter holidays, purchased because of their durability, my fondness of the brand, and 

because they convert into backpacks.  I have fond memories of backpacking in Europe, the 

Middle East and Asia when I was younger, and whilst, as I’ve become more financially 

comfortable and more time poor, my travel style has become less adventurous, I still like to 

have the option of wondering around independently.  The suitcase on the left is much cheaper 

and unbranded and was bought from Matalan for short haul trips on budget airlines to avoid 

the additional cost and inconvenience of putting baggage in the hold; here again I searched 

extensively before purchasing to get the maximum storage possible while complying with 
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airline size limits for cabin baggage.  Underneath on the left is a small Berghaus daypack, 

bought because it matches the trolley cases in terms of colour and brand.  The bag on the 

right is an Atlura cycling bag which I used to commute into University when working at Cardiff 

University; my main reason for purchasing it was because of its high waterproof qualities and 

durable design, although there was also an element of highlighting my healthier and 

environmental choices for traveling to work. In the middle, there is a Jack Wolfskin daypack 

bought more recently for a traveling and teaching visit to a partner University in China in 2018.  

I went by car to Cheshire Oakes Outlet Village for the specific purpose of buying a bag and 

multipurpose waterproof shoes for this visit and bought the matching pair of hiking trainers in 

the bottom left of the picture on the same day in the same store.  Jack Wolfskin was not the 

brand I intended to buy, I’d never purchased any item by this company before, and it was not 

on my list of preferred retailers, however I was swayed by the FairWear Foundation 

accreditation mark on the shoebox.  This is a Dutch-based social label I’d come across at the 

start of my research journey, and I was so delighted to see it used in an UK shop for the first 

time - and on products that appealed to me from both a functional and fashion point of view. 

Consequently, I purchased them instantly without searching any further.  It made my shopping 

trip easier and more satisfying, and I always feel good wearing and using them knowing that 

they have been produced in a factory certified to be fair.  Jack Wolfskin has since become my 

go-to brand for outdoor wear despite years of loyalty to rivals Berghaus and North Face. 

 

Let me now take you through the shelves on the left of the picture.  The beige storage box at 

the top left holds clothing I no longer wear because they are either old or no longer fit, but that 

I cannot bear to give away because they have a special meaning to me.  Most of the ethical 

T-shirts described in my introspection (see Appendix E: Subjective Personal Introspection 

(Full Text) are kept in this box.  Underneath, there is Canterbury rugby training t-shirt bought 

in Newcastle during the Social Labelling Conference in 2010, an Under Armour t-shirt bought 

in 2018 at Cheshire Oakes and an Under Armour Welsh rugby-training shirt bought in a rugby 

shop in Cardiff in 2011; there is also a pair of Under Armour training shorts a few shelves 

down bought in 2018.  I wear these items for the gym, no doubt influenced by the Welsh rugby 

players with their impressive physiques and because these are the brands to be seen in at my 

gym, although I actually have little interest in rugby and have never played it!  What strikes me 

looking back is that I’ve never undertaken any research into the ethical credentials of these 

brands, despite purchasing them at points in my life when my research interest in social 

responsibility and fashion was at its highest.  The yellow T-shirt on the 4th shelf down has the 

Coleg Cymraeg Cenedlaethol brand and logo printed boldly on it; this is the organisation that 

has funded my teaching post over the last 6 years, and I wear it regularly with pride as 
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promoting Welsh medium higher education is so important to me, although I have no idea how 

and where it was produced.   

 

My continued fondness of designer brands is revealed in the 5th and 6th row down where I 

keep Lacoste and Polo Ralph Loren polo shirts; they were purchased Cheshire Oakes 

because I could never justify paying the full retail price, but without any information about their 

origin.  The colourful Gant Fair Isle tank top on the 4th shelf up is one of my favourite items of 

clothing and I wear it on special occasions, for example recently when visiting a traditional 

teashop for afternoon tea as a treat after a productive day working on this introspection!  Again, 

it was purchased at Cheshire Oakes without undertaking any research on the ethical record 

of the brand.  Underneath is the tank top knitted by my mother, the clothing item I know most 

about its origin, but this sits above a Coleg Cymraeg Cenedlaethol sweatshirt which again I 

have no knowledge about its production, and my favourite woollen jumper purchased as a gift 

by my mother from Joules during a visit to Cheshire Oaks.  I associate Joules with a British, 

slightly posh, country living lifestyle, and I love little detailing like the little embroidered rabbit 

on the jumper.  I have fond memories of visits to country pubs on cold days sitting by a roaring 

fire drinking beer in this jumper but am troubled by the fact that I cannot find any information 

about how it was made other than that it came from China.  The shelf underneath is home to 

a pair of No Sweat and Ethletic canvas trainers; the No Sweat pair are now rather old and 

worn and the Ethletic ones don’t fit very well and aren’t very comfortable, but I love them both 

and wear them on special occasions because of their ethical credentials.  Finally, on the 

bottom shelf are brown Timberland leather boots that I wear on pretty much a daily basis both 

for work and socially.  Like the Jack Wolfskin trainers next to them, these are a win-win 

purchase for me: they are waterproof, durable and comfortable, the style appeals to me, and 

they are also part of Timberland’s Earthkeeper range made from eco-conscious materials.  

This is the third virtually identical pair of these boots I have bought over the last 5-6 years, and 

by now they are an easy repeat purchase because they fit well and are well made in every 

meaning of the word.    

 

Moving along to the clothes rail, sagging a little because of years of overconsumption, the 

inconsistencies in my clothes shopping behaviour are further revealed.  The grey suit on the 

left and black tweed jacket four hangers in were both purchased in M&S stores where I’ve 

habitually bought formal clothes for over a decade since the publication of Plan A.  The tweed 

jacket has added appeal because the fabric was woven in the UK, and I wear it regularly for 

work and socially, although the garment was assembled in Indonesia, and I have little or no 

knowledge about working conditions in the factory.  Between the two is a blue linen Ted Baker 

suit purchased at Cheshire Oakes for a wedding about a decade ago, which is reserved for 
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special occasions.  Next along is a brown tweed jacket by a Danish designer purchased at 

TKMax eight or nine years ago when I started teaching, in part because I felt the style with the 

elbow patches projected the right image of a lecturer to students, and I still wear it regularly 

when I teach and also socially.  I had no knowledge about the ethical credentials of either of 

these items at the time of purchase, and they were instead purchased for their ‘fashion’ or 

style appeal.  

 

The white cotton shirts that follow have caused me a number of ethical dilemmas over the 

years.  I’ve known from early on in my research that cotton is not naturally white and that it 

has to be chemically treated to achieve this colour; I’m also troubled by the fact that I 

occasionally have to wash them at a higher temperature and add a whitening agent to keep 

them brilliant white; but I love the look of crisp white shirts and so continue to purchase and 

wear them.  I always buy my white shirts from TMLewin because I like the fit and the fact that 

I can get the right sleeve length as I have slightly long arms but have deliberately avoided 

finding out more information about how and where they are made for fear of adding a further 

element of ethical conflict to the mix.  The grey, blue and brown check shirts that come next 

are also work shirts, all from the Polo Ralph Loren store in Cheshire Oakes, and all 

embroidered with the distinctive logo of a polo player on a horse.  I wear these primarily when 

lecturing, which suggests I want to be seen to be wearing the right brands by students and 

colleagues; indeed, one student recently admitted to me that he’d selected Ralph Loren as a 

focal case for a branding assignment knowing my fondness of the brand and hoping it would 

help get him a higher mark!   

 

The remainder of the clothes on the rail are casual wear items.  First a blue Ralph Loren 

Oxford shirt and pink Lacoste shirt, both embroidered with a logo, and both purchased without 

searching for any information about how they were made because of my fondness for these 

labels.  Next to them there is a Timberland red checked shirt embroidered with the company’s 

logo, purchased in part because of its ethical credentials.  The red, purple and orange checked 

flannel shirt that follows was a Christmas gift from my mother from Boden to go with the knitted 

tank top in 2012.  It’s one of the few online purchases in my wardrobe but had to be returned 

because it was the wrong size.  I’ve never researched its credentials but have always assumed 

Boden to be fairly ethical because they have a wholesome image, and because my sister buys 

a lot of clothes from them, and I love wearing this shirt on lazy days because it feels so 

comfortable and soft.  Next along is a Levi blue and red checked shirt with the recognisable 

red tab I’ve always been so fond of stitched next to the front pocket, but my decision to 

purchase this was also influenced by the work Levi had been doing over previous years to 

improve supply chain sustainability by disclosing the name of all their supplier factories.   The 
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Kuyichi shirt in my personal introspection (Appendix X) is displayed proudly next to it, and a 

white linen shirt from M&S which feels natural and good and brings back memories of holidays 

by the sea in warm climates.  The Abercrombie&Fitch blue and white gingham short sleeve 

shirt to the right evokes feelings of guilt, however.  It was purchased during a visit to California 

in 2010, but I’ve subsequently become aware of controversies about this brand, in particular 

their refusal to stock larger sizes, and statements made by the former CEO Mike Jeffries that 

he only wishes to see ‘thin and beautiful people’ in his stores.  This has tarnished this shirt a 

little for me, but I do still wear it occasionally because I like the fit and feel of it.  The 

contradictions continue with the final two items on the rail: both are short sleeved shirts worn 

primarily on holidays, but the blue one on the left is by Ralph Loren and was purchased 

primarily because of the appeal of the brand logo, whilst the green one to its right is by 

Timberland and was purchased in part because of its ethical credentials.   

 

Underneath the clothes rail is a shelf for storing and displaying ties.  As discussed in my 

personal introspection, I have rarely worn ties since my days in the BBC because of 

associations with power and detachment, and the few ties that I own are worn on special 

occasions only.  There is a yellow tie worn for graduation ceremonies to highlight my links with 

the Coleg Cymraeg, a black tie worn for funerals, and a Melin Tregwynt woollen tie purchased 

partly because it was made in Wales to display my Welshness, but also because this is a 

premium, luxury brand that appears regularly in design magazines and boutique hotels.  I have 

a number of Melin Tregwynt cushions, throws and blankets in my house purchased for similar 

reasons, and Welsh woollen blankets inherited from my paternal Grandmother that were 

manufactured at Meirion Mill in Dinas Mawddwy, Merionethshire, where my father used work 

during his youth.  I keep a few bow ties and cufflinks here also; these are mostly from my 

undergraduate days at Oxford, including enamelled cufflinks with the Oriel College three lion 

crest on them, although I only wear them for college reunions.   

 

Below the tie shelf is a trouser rack and the front row is again full of contradictions.  Here there 

are branded sand-coloured chinos from Ralph Loren in Cheshire Oakes that I wear for both 

work and casually; branded Canterbury tracksuit bottoms bought for visiting the gym; a pair of 

Levi 501 jeans with the essential red tag; and beige linen trousers from M&S worn mostly on 

holidays.  Finally, at the bottom is a drawer for items where there is no obvious place 

elsewhere in the wardrobe.  On the left is an old worn Ralph Loren shirt that is now used when 

painting or doing and odd jobs around the house; a suit carrier displaying the M&S brand, a 

brand I’m happy to display; a pair of North Face trousers worn out from years of backpacking 

and now used for gardening and other messy tasks; a woollen red scarf with the Welsh dragon 
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embroidered on it worn on international rugby match days; and finally my Oriel College scarf 

that I very rarely wear but keep for sentimental value. 
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Appendix G: Full Wardrobe Inventory 
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Item 
No. 

Description Brand / 
Retailer 

Year Life Stage Role   Acquisition Setting PoP 
Info 

EBI AEA AEK  ScR ABC AEB 

1 Suitcase Matalan 2014 Lecturer Intrepid Traveller Out-of-town Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 1 -3 -3 -2 -3 -3 

2 Suitcase Berghaus 2009 Researcher & 
Tutor 

Intrepid Traveller Out-of-town Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 -1 -2 -2 -1 -2 

3 Suitcase Berghaus 2011 Researcher & 
Tutor 

Intrepid Traveller High Street Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 -1 -2 -2 -1 -2 

4 Daypack Berghaus 2013 Lecturer Intrepid Traveller High Street Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 1 -1 -2 -2 -1 -2 

5 Daypack Jack Wolfskin 2018 Lecturer & PhD Quietly Informed Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

Yes 2 3 3 2 3 3 

6 Cycle bag Atlura  2008 MSc Ethical Extrovert Independent Retailer 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 1 -1 3 1 1 

7 Sport t-shirt 
(black) 

Canterbury 2010 Researcher & 
Tutor 

Gym Goer Independent Retailer 
(Newcastle) 

No 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 

8 Sport t-shirt 
(charcoal) 

Under Armour 2018 Lecturer & PhD Gym Goer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 

9 Sport t-shirt 
(white) 

Under Armour 
/ WRU 

2010 Researcher & 
Tutor 

Gym Goer Independent Retailer 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 

10 Casual t-shirt 
(yellow) 

Coleg 
Cymraeg 

2014 Lecturer Welsh Patriot Place of Work No 1 1 -2 1 0 0 

11 Casual polo 
shirt (pink) 

Hollister 2010 Researcher & 
Tutor 

Look at my Label High Street Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 

12 Casual polo 
shirt (brown) 

Lacoste 2005 Early Career Look at my Label Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No -1 0 -1 -3 0 -1 

13 Casual polo 
shirt (white) 

Ralph Lauren 2016 Lecturer Classically Casual Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 -2 -2 0 -2 -2 

14 Sport t-shirt Shepherd and 
Woodward 

1999 Undergraduate Oxford Student Independent Retailer 
(Oxford) 

No -2 0 -2 0 0 -2 

15 Sport shorts Under Armour 2018 Lecturer & PhD Gym Goer High Street Chain 
(London) 

No 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 

16 Sport shorts Nike 2018 Lecturer & PhD Gym Goer Online (Direct from 
Retailer) 

No 2 2 2 -2 2 2 

17 Tank top 
(fairisle) 

GANT 
 

2011 Researcher & 
Tutor 

Classically Casual Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 0 -2 0 -2 0 

18 Tank top (hand 
knitted) 

N/A 2012 Ethical Consumer Ethical Extrovert Handmade Gift Yes 3 3 3 3 3 3 

mailto:EK@AB
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Item 
No. 

Description Brand / 
Retailer 

Year Life Stage Role  Purchase Setting PoP 
Info 

EBI AEA AEK ScR ABC AEB 

19 Hoodie Coleg 
Cymraeg 

2014 Lecturer Welsh Patriot Place of Work No 1 1 -2 1 0 0 

20 Woollen jumper Joules 2016 Lecturer Classically Casual Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 1 -2 0 -1 1 

21 Canvas trainers 
(black) 

No Sweat 2007 MBA Ethical Extrovert Ethical Specialist 
(Cardiff) 

Yes 2 3 3 3 3 3 

22 Canvas trainers 
(green) 

Ethletic 2008 MSc Ethical Extrovert Ethical Specialist 
(Cardiff) 

Yes 2 2 3 3 3 3 

23 Leather boots Timberland 2018 Lecturer & PhD Quietly Informed Online (Direct from 
Retailer) 

Yes 2 2 3 2 2 3 

24 Hiking trainers Jack Wolfskin 2018 Lecturer & PhD Quietly Informed Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

Yes 2 3 3 2 3 3 

25 Suit (grey) Marks & 
Spencer 

2013 Lecturer Learned Lecturer Out-of-town Chain 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 1 1 1 1 1 

26 Suit (blue) Ted Baker 2010 Researcher & Tutor Look at my Label Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 0 -2 -3 -2 -1 

27 Sport jacket 
(brown) 

TK Maxx 2010 Researcher & Tutor Learned Lecturer High Street Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 0 -3 1 -3 0 

28 Sport jacket 
(grey) 

Marks & 
Spencer 

2014 Lecturer Learned Lecturer High Street Chain 
(London) 

Yes 1 2 2 1 2 2 

29 Formal shirt 
(white) 

T.M.Lewin 2017 Lecturer & PhD Learned Lecturer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 -3 -2 1 -3 -3 

30 Formal shirt 
(white) 

T.M.Lewin 2018 Lecturer & PhD Learned Lecturer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 -3 -2 1 -3 -3 

31 Formal shirt 
(grey) 

Ralph Lauren 2017 Lecturer & PhD Learned Lecturer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 

32 Formal shirt 
(blue) 

Ralph Lauren 2015 Lecturer Learned Lecturer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 

33 Formal shirt 
(check) 

Ralph Lauren 2016 Lecturer Learned Lecturer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 

34 Casual shirt 
(blue) 

Ralph Lauren 2017 Lecturer & PhD Classically Casual Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 -2 -2 0 -2 -2 

35 Casual shirt 
(pink) 

Lacoste 2007 MBA Look at my Label Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 -2 -2 -3 -2 -2 

36 Casual shirt 
(red) 

Timberland 2009 Researcher & Tutor Quietly Informed Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 2 2 2 2 2 

mailto:EK@AB
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Item 
No. 

Description Brand / 
Retailer 

Year Life Stage Role  Purchase Setting PoP 
Info 

EBI AEA AEK ScR ABC AEB 

37 Flannel shirt 
(red) 

Boden 2012 Ethical Consumer Classically Casual Online (Direct from 
Retailer) 

No 3 0 -2 0 -1 -1 

38 Casual shirt 
(check) 

Levi's 2017 Lecturer & PhD Quietly Informed High Street Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 2 2 2 1 2 

39 Casual shirt 
(check) 

Kuyichi  2007 MBA Quietly Informed Ethical Specialist 
(Cardiff) 

Yes 2 3 3 2 3 3 

40 Linnen shirt 
(white) 

Marks & 
Spencer 

2017 Lecturer & PhD Quietly Informed Out-of-town Chain 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 1 1 2 1 1 

41 Short sleeve 
shirt (check) 

Abercrombie 
& Fitch 

2010 Researcher & Tutor Look at my Label High Street Chain 
(San Francisco) 

No 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 

42 Short sleeve 
shirt (blue) 

Ralph Lauren 2018 Lecturer & PhD Classically Casual Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 -2 -2 0 -2 -2 

43 Short sleeve 
shirt (green) 

Timberland 2011 Researcher & Tutor Quietly Informed Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 2 2 2 2 2 

44 Tie (striped)  Next 2015 Lecturer Learned Lecturer Out-of-town Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 1 0 0 1 0 0 

45 Tie (yellow)  Marks & 
Spencer 

2015 Lecturer Welsh Patriot Out-of-town Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 1 1 1 1 1 1 

46 Tie (black)  Debenhams 2013 Lecturer Learned Lecturer High Street Chain 
(Cardiff) 

No 1 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 

47 Bow tie & 
cufflinks 

Shepherd and 
Woodward 

1998 Undergraduate Oxford Student Independent Retailer 
(Oxford) 

No -2 0 -2 0 0 -2 

48 Tie (woollen)  Melin 
Tregwynt 

2012 Ethical Consumer Welsh Patriot Independent Retailer 
(Eisteddfod) 

Yes 3 3 3 1 2 3 

49 Casual chinos  Ralph Lauren 2013 Lecturer Learned Lecturer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 

50 Tracksuit 
bottom 

Canterbury 2010 Researcher & Tutor Gym Goer Independent Retailer 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 

51 Jeans Levi's 2012 Ethical Consumer Quietly Informed High Street Chain 
(Bangor) 

No 3 2 2 2 1 2 

52 Linnen trousers Marks & 
Spencer 

2017 Lecturer & PhD Quietly Informed Out-of-town Chain 
(Cheshire) 

No 2 1 1 2 1 1 

53 Odd jobs' shirt Ralph Lauren 2013 Lecturer Learned Lecturer Factory Outlet 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 

 

mailto:EK@AB
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Item 
No. 

Description Brand / 
Retailer 

Year Life Stage Role  Purchase Setting PoP 
Info 

EBI AEA AEK ScR ABC AEB 

54 Suit holder Marks & 
Spencer 

2013 Lecturer Learned 
Lecturer 

Out-of-town Chain 
(Cheshire) 

No 1 1 1 1 1 1 

55 Travel trousers North Face 2005 Early Career Intrepid 
Traveller 

Independent Retailer 
(London) 

No -1 1 -1 -2 0 -1 

56 Welsh scarf Welsh Crafts 
Ltd 

2009 Researcher & Tutor Welsh Patriot Independent Retailer 
(Cardiff) 

No 2 -1 -2 1 -2 -2 

57 College scarf Shepherd and 
Woodward 

1997 Undergraduate Oxford Student Independent Retailer 
(Oxford) 

No -2 0 -2 0 0 -2 

58 Storage Box 
 

Ikea 2003 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

mailto:EK@AB
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Appendix H: Comparative Introspections (Full Text) 

Anton 

I am proud to say that I have been into fashion for several years yet. I wrote about fashion for 

various magazines and since I can remember I have always liked clothes that distinguished 

me from other people. 

What is important, at the beginning of my adventure with clothing, I was primarily interested in 

streetwear. 

This fact meant that even 11 years ago, when I did not know anything about the essence of 

ethical shopping, sometimes I was buying products that were ethically produced anyway. 

Why? 

I always chose the local brands (local, don’t means here from the country/city where I live) 

which were known in a narrow community of streetwear fans only. 

Choosing such clothes often represented a choice of more expensive than regular ones from 

famous ‘fast-fashion’ stores. Therefore, most of these local and usually very small brands took 

great care (not all) to make their customers happy about what they produced. They knew that 

their customers could buy a black T-shirt with a small logo, made in China, 10x cheaper in a 

shopping center, and to stand out, they always offered the highest quality materials, bought 

locally. Except that quantity of produced clothes were small usually, because all these brands 

tried to look that premium as only, they can do. 

This meant that, without knowing it, I often opted for ethically producing brands. Now that I'm 

more aware, things are slightly different 

I always try to buy ethically, but to be honest the most important thing for me is the price. I 

would never pay more in a fast-fashion store for a product that is no different than its cheaper 

counterpart just because it is ethically produced. I know exactly how big the margin on 

products in fast fashion stores is and I don't like how they try to influence my empathy to keep 

earning huge money and pretend to be ethical in the eyes of customers. Thus, in such stores 

I only buy things that are perishable, such as boxers, socks or, in my case, pants. I damage 

my pants very often, so the expense I would have to be ethical in this matter is too high. 

It is different in the case of things like t-shirts, shirts, sweatshirts, hoodies, jackets, and coats. 

I always chose the highest quality from brands which produce premium collections. Usually 

this is dictated by my respect for fashion rather than ethical shopping, but it still is. I prefer to 

buy one, sometimes expensive crewneck than four or five cheap ones. I will not say here that 
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I pay special attention to the origin of the material, it is now difficult to find clothing from famous 

designers whose materials do not come from countries where, unfortunately, workers are 

exploited but I pay attention to the environment, although with my tops. Unfortunately, due to 

my attachment to fashion and fact I usually wear ‘blacks’ now, that must be neat and clean 

clothes. I respect my tops clothes a lot, but this attitude to style prevents me from buying in 

second-hand shops. 

I would like to say that my purchasing decisions are primarily influenced by an ethical 

approach, but to be honest these issues are usually far behind. The perfect summary will be 

that my purchasing behaviour and habits lead to the fact that sometimes I buy ethically in 

some respects, but this is not the most important factor for me. 

This is a bit weird because my political views I believe that with the prosperity of all people, 

we will rise to the heights of our development as human beings… but I am writing this text on 

a MacBook, sometimes looking at my iPhone, in Zara track pants and a Fred Perry t-shirt 

(although made in England!*). 

(*) It's a pity that not everything from Fred Perry is produced in the UK, but at least they do not 

pretend that those things from the UK are ethically produced and others are not. 

 

Follow Up Questions 

Llyr: Can you tell me how old you are and which course you are studying? And when you 

say "now that I'm more aware, things are slightly different" in your introspection, could you tell 

me how you became more aware? Is it from my lecture or studying the course, or as a result 

of something else? 

Anton: I'm 25 and I'm studying Marketing MSc.  

I think that process when I become more aware person began with start date of my first work 

in fashion industry (as a redactor).  

At that time, I had contact with various people from the industry who often talked about what 

the world looks like from a side that consumers do not see.  

This allowed me to understand the patterns and operation of the industry and led to the 

understanding of being an ethical consumer as well (does not mean that I adhere to it 😕). 

I am also interested in sociology, psychology, and philosophy and over the years many 

publications that I have read are about ethical approach and respect for other people (in short). 
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Partial vegetarianism also contributed to my awareness. I love animals and I have kept meat 

eating to a minimum. This means that I do not buy anything made of natural leather or from 

animals but if I see in some shops when they try to name cheap eco leather as 'vegan-leather' 

and using people empathy trying to sell the same jacket for higher price I do not enter to such 

a store anymore.  

It's only partially linked but few years ago I read a book 'Misbehaving: The Making of 

Behavioral Economics' by Richard Thaler and I believe that has big influence on me and 

shaped me very much as a consumer and ethical consumer also.  

In addition, thanks to this book I got to know the research: [Prospect Theory: An Analysis of 

Decision under Risk], which raised my awareness also in shopping.  

Off course, also your lecture has explained a lot in this theme to me.  

 

  

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.uzh.ch%2Fcmsssl%2Fsuz%2Fdam%2Fjcr%3A00000000-64a0-5b1c-0000-00003b7ec704%2F10.05-kahneman-tversky-79.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cllyr.roberts%40decymru.ac.uk%7C11a585c4cfdb42b8c90c08d88ff0f203%7Ce5aafe7c971b4ab7b039141ad36acec0%7C0%7C0%7C637417612316815699%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=j1I0dZp%2FbuMEJEWnteGYOgCrW7J6jsjSekSi6hC5hYc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.uzh.ch%2Fcmsssl%2Fsuz%2Fdam%2Fjcr%3A00000000-64a0-5b1c-0000-00003b7ec704%2F10.05-kahneman-tversky-79.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cllyr.roberts%40decymru.ac.uk%7C11a585c4cfdb42b8c90c08d88ff0f203%7Ce5aafe7c971b4ab7b039141ad36acec0%7C0%7C0%7C637417612316815699%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=j1I0dZp%2FbuMEJEWnteGYOgCrW7J6jsjSekSi6hC5hYc%3D&reserved=0
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Beth 

Since starting my PhD on sustainability and teaching modules on sustainability and supply 

chain issues, I have definitely changed my behaviour on a number of environmental ‘fronts’, 

however the question of fashion consumption is a tricky one.   I looked through my wardrobe 

and what I noticed is that on the one hand, I have loads of clothes that I have literally had and 

worn regularly for years. On the other hand, I have a lot of items that I remember buying in the 

last year or so, buying last minute for an event or as an impulse purchase, and which I have 

worn a handful of times at most. I think this characterises my dual identity and perhaps some 

hypocrisy when it comes to my fashion consumption…   

On the one hand, I don’t really identify as fashion conscious, and never really have. I have 

never followed fashion trends, have mostly been concerned with clothes which suit my shape.  

My wardrobe has mostly been populated with clothes I have acquired over the years through 

gifts.   Generally speaking, I think I re-use as standard. But again, this is because I’ve never 

really been interested in ‘updating’ my wardrobe and so when I’ve found things that I really 

like and feel comfortable in, I keep them.  

As I started to write this, this photograph (below) popped up on my Facebook memories.  The 

photo was taken in 2012. I’m not sure when I bought this denim jacket, I’m pretty sure it was 

a few years before this was taken, and I still have the jacket in my wardrobe and still wear it 

through Spring and Summer every year.  I wore it on the first date with my partner, which he 

remembers(!) and so it has memories attached to it.  

 

I also recently re-discovered this bright orange GAP jacket in my wardrobe. I cannot remember 

when I first bought this, but I’m pretty sure I was a teenager.   
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I haven’t worn it in a very very long time. It has obviously survived periodic ‘culls’ of my 

wardrobe, for some reason. But I absolutely loved pairing it with my orange running leggings. 

I don’t remember it feeling or looking like this on me before, so it feels like a ‘new’ jacket. And 

maybe, as my partner suggested, it can now be considered ‘retro’…?! 

In this sense, my more recent shift towards ethical consumption is serendipitous. My ‘normal’ 

behaviour can now be considered to comply with concerns to reduce, re-use etc.  I get a lot of 

satisfaction out of this, and it has made me conscious of trying harder to ‘better consume’ what 

I already own. Shopping in my own wardrobe! I try harder to mix and match and create new 

outfits from what I’ve already got.  I get a lot of enjoyment and satisfaction that I am being 

responsible by giving my clothes new and extended lives in way which also makes me feel 

good about the way I look. (A win-win?! Urgh, I hate that phrase).  

However, as much as I don’t really ‘care’ about fashion trends, or actively partake in fast 

fashion consumption trends, I do find myself responding emotionally to well-designed and 

intriguing shop fronts and floors. The ‘newness’ and the ‘shininess’ of a shop selling clothes, 

or indeed ‘house stuff’ (since I’m now interested in decorating my own house) can sometimes 

evoke a visceral feeling. I almost never buy anything in these circumstances, though, and now 

I’m reflecting on why. Is it an ethically motivated decision? I think that is a large part of it, yes.  

I think increasingly my knowledge about sustainability helps me to surface an intellectual 

rationale to combat the visceral. A voice in my head says, ‘I don’t need this’. So, I often don’t 

go through with buying anything. 

When I do buy though, it is often impulsive.  Perhaps this is based on the nature of the 

purchase, or my feeling at the time. In fact, my ‘reward’ to myself for achieving a particular 

personal goal recently was buying myself a new pair of boots!  In this moment, the dominant 

discourse in my head was, ‘you have earned these’ and ‘you rarely spend money on clothes’. 

Did I evaluate the ethical consequences of the purchase – the material, longevity, suitability 

with my current wardrobe? supply chain? No.  
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Similarly, I have a large range of formal dresses that I have accumulated over the past 5 years 

or so for weddings, formal dinners, and parties.  My lack of organisation combined with a 

desire to ‘look nice’ or ‘wear something appropriate’, plus hating trying things on in store, led 

me to online shopping. In this regard, I am very conscious of the environmental impact. I cringe 

when my friends casually rejoice that they can easily just send what they don’t want back to, 

for example, ASOS.  On that basis, I don’t buy masses to try on at home and send back. I 

used to. I don’t any more. But I am conscious that I am still buying online, with its attendant 

environmental impacts, and my lack of knowledge of the socio-ecological credentials of the 

purchase. In this regard, my perceived ‘need’ seems to trump the ethical consideration (trade-

offs are real!) 

I do experience a major tension between the rush and enjoyment of the ‘impulse buy’ which 

by nature is not a considered act, and the time and consideration required to make an ethical 

purchase. In the moment, the rush of the impulse sometimes silences any ethical assessment 

of my decision. Perhaps because my ‘fashion’ consumption footprint is small generally, I 

rationalise to myself my ‘right’ to ‘have what is available to me’, and to ‘do what everyone else 

does’…  In other respects where my footprint is bigger my consumption habits have changed 

more dramatically; bathroom and kitchen items in particular, but these wouldn’t count as 

‘fashion’ items (our house has experienced blazing rows about the use of kitchen foil and 

kitchen roll paper, but this hasn’t translated into fashion items).  

Something I have noticed in recent years, is that craft stalls, such as independent market stalls 

over Christmas, selling ornaments, or handbags, or paintings, or jewellery are where I now 

get an enjoyment from ‘consuming’ that doesn’t encompass the same tension as I experience 

when I’m lured in to the ‘standard’ High Street stores. I think I have attributed a negative 

association with the concept of ‘consumption’ – embarrassed about some of the poor quality 

and irrelevant (to me, although perhaps not to others) products that we are sold and consume 

in the industrialised North. Stuff I see that we just don’t need. But some of the stuff I’ve bought 

on the market stalls from small producers and social enterprises have given me a lot of joy 

and perhaps represent my own reconceptualization of positive ‘consumption’. In particular, I 

remember buying two small pieces of pottery made by a group of people with disabilities 

through the support of a social enterprise. I gave them as a gift to my friend. This was years 

ago but I still remember that purchase: to me it was a truly positive and worthwhile exchange 

and manifestation of my spending ‘power’ for ‘good’.   

I think this process has made me realise how many conflicting identities I have. It’s hard to 

shake off the ‘norm’ of consumption that you have grown up in.  I’m a different type of 

consumer on different days.  
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Claire 

My Wardrobe 
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I’m a 28-year-old Senior Lecturer in Marketing, and a Course Leader for a BSc (Hons) in 

Marketing Management. One of my main areas of research is the sharing economy, and my 

PhD was focussed on fashion marketing. As someone with a personal responsibility for 

developing the next generation of marketing students, I regularly look to emphasise the 

importance of ethics and sustainability in my teaching, and also my research. The irony that I 

regularly ignore ethical and sustainable options in my fashion consumption… well, it’s not lost 

on me.  

My wardrobe is shared with my partner Luke, who has lived with me for about four years. He 

gets (most) of the right half, mine is the left half. Luke isn’t very confident with fashion, and so 

I buy a lot of his clothes for him. Aside from a suit he wore to my mother’s funeral, and a suit 

he wore to my PhD graduation (both of which had to be bought quite cheaply), his clothes are 

mostly a predictable uniform of t-shirts, jeans, and the occasional jumper. When he gets a 

hole that I can’t stitch, or the material feels too tight for him, we recycle those clothes and buy 

new.  

I don’t really have that much more space than him, but when I start to critique and question 

my (slightly more than) half of wardrobe, the story it tells me about me is detailed and, frankly, 

uncomfortable. My relationship with fashion has never been a happy one. I grew up poor and 

overweight, two things which influence my relationship with fashion, and myself, more strongly 

than media, reference groups, and advertising ever have.  

Growing up poor, with a much older brother and sister, and nieces and nephews just a few 

years younger than me, I initially felt that hand-me-downs were a very normal thing. I never 

questioned my mother’s friends handing over black bin bags filled with clothes their children 

had outgrown. I remember a patchwork woolly jumper with an elephant, tassels, and a mirror 

sewn into it that I wore to a non-uniform day in primary school, and it made me feel so special 

and happy. But then there was a long period of time after my mother lost her job in 

Poundstretcher, and my dad lost his job at the garage, where we had to do a lot of our 

shopping in town centre charity shops. And I suppose one day when I was around age eight, 

it just clicked that this wasn’t something I was supposed to be happy about. That I wasn’t 

supposed to be excited to get my books, games, and clothes from the shop where lonely 

people’s things got sent when they died. I don’t remember wearing my special jumper again 

after that.  

As someone who regularly emphasises the importance of the sharing economy, including 

redistribution of goods, I already know that a charity shop should be an excellent option for 

purchasing. I just can’t bring myself, now I’m still overweight but not poor anymore, to walk 

back in. 
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A quick glance at my wardrobe will tell you that I wear a lot of dresses. Dresses are like a 

uniform to me because they are good professional camouflage in a workplace where I have 

been ‘the baby’ for the last four years, despite my level of responsibility. Well… the right dress 

acts as camouflage anyway. I remember realising with great shame one day, as I knelt down 

to talk to a student, that they were staring at my cleavage. I don’t buy V-neck dresses anymore. 

I like to buy dresses with partial or full sleeves, and a fuller skirt. I feel comfortable in dresses 

like this, because I feel like they fit my body well. Some days I am so self-conscious about my 

weight and my body in general, but having reliable dresses helps take the anxiety and sadness 

away from getting dressed on a weekday morning.  

A while back I found a small online company who sell dresses in patterns that I really liked. 

They were British made and I liked supporting them. Mostly, I liked that the patterns were fun, 

and that they had pockets. As a woman who has spent her life in dresses without pockets, this 

was an incredibly exciting development in my wardrobe. This year I professionally introduced 

myself to a new member of staff and, as the conversation ran dry, I shoved my hands into the 

pockets of my dress, flung them out, and said, “Look! My dress has pockets!”. They were 

undeniably unimpressed.  

Right now, most of the dresses I wear to work are made by this brand and they take up a fair 

amount of space in my wardrobe. I like that they are good quality, as it’s really the first time in 

my life I’ve really had the money to spend on more expensive items instead of relying on cheap 

fast fashion. Changing my mentality away from bargain hunting and quick fixes and towards 

investing in longer term, higher price/quality pieces is an ongoing process for me.  

My wardrobe is in a period of transition, I guess, as are my thoughts and feeling about myself 

and the world around me. But I’m happy to work through it, because I’ll be happier with myself 

and my buying behaviour in the long run. Eventually the clothes in my wardrobe will be 

recycled or go to the dreaded charity shop in the town centre, and more ethical and sustainable 

fashion will replace them. I hope that one day, when I find the adult equivalent of my shiny, 

tasselled, patchwork elephant jumper, I’ll have the confidence to let it make me happy. 
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David 

For a long time I was not particularly interested in fashion or the clothes that I wore. I just saw 

them as something that was functional and necessary rather than as an outward expression 

of personality. Growing up through my teens and early adult life my clothes choices were just 

shaped by economy rather than as a desire for my clothes to make some sort of outward 

statement of my personality and or values. 

I think this probably comes from childhood. My mother raised me on her own without a great 

deal of support, so when I was going through school and my teenage years I was always 

nicely turned out but never someone who was conscious of being in particularly fashionable 

clothes or trainers. My clothing choices have generally been driven by economy and 

functionality. Growing up in Essex near lots of big retail parks,  there was a wide array of 

different shopping options and my mum tended to shop at Primark and cheap shoe shops like 

“Shoeworld”. 

I always remember feeling slightly apart at school as kid in a 5 pound pair of trainers and 

slightly manky P.E. kit when other kids were more fashion conscious. 

I am very interested in sustainability in an academic sense. My work tends to focus more 

on “hard technology”  than the social and ethical dimensions of sustainability. I think also that 

sometimes my interest and values don’t always translate into the choices that I make.  I 

suppose we all justify things to ourselves in different ways and make our own excuses for our 

behaviours. I tend to think that more sustainable practice is something that I would like to see 

happen at a systemic level rather than necessarily being as conscious as I should be about 

individual actions and consumption choices. 

As I've grown up and more money for myself and been working in more professional contexts 

I've taken more of an interest in fashion style and design. In terms of fashion choices the one 

constant through my life if has been Dr Martens Chelsea boots which I found incredibly 

comfortable and have just been a shoe that has worked for me.  

It was probably as I was coming into my early 20s but I started to think more about style and 

fashion. A lot of the fashion choices that I have made have been more around my workwear 

wardrobe than casual wear.  

Also another factor that significantly affected my fashion choices is that for all of my adult life 

I've been morbidly obese and that really restricts the range of clothes that are available to you. 

I struggle to find clothes in mainstream shops now and 10 to need to shop in big and Tall 

shops in order to get the clothes that will fit me. I think that for many years  just accepted a 

limited and restricted range of clothes and never really sought to find a wide variety of clothes. 
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When I was younger and lived near Greater London I would get on the train and go to Petticoat 

Lane market and some of the suit wholesalers around there and pick up some large sized 

business suits. They tended to be very cheap quality synthetic material, functional but often in 

some quite nice unusual fabrics.  I like something unusual, sometimes a bit overdone or 

eccentric, and sometimes this was easier to get in a more diverse area. I used to like the fact 

that by going into London I would often find something unusual,  I mean I got to the point 

where I just wouldn't find something that would fit me in a local suit shop but if I went there I 

could stand a reasonable chance of picking up something off the shelf that wasn't just plain 

black or grey. 

I think that is one of the things that is really frustrating as a big person that your range of 

choices is already incredibly restricted. Before you can even start to think about ethical 

choices  you are already confronted with a real challenge around a very restricted range. 

I should probably mention another thing in the past is buying clothes from abroad.  I've had a 

number of occasions where I've needed to travel to America on work and with a cousin who 

lives out there, and it has been a good opportunity to pick up clothes that fit. By American 

standards  my size is more commonplace, Sometimes I have bought things online and had 

them shipped over and paid the import duty. I went through a phase that will go years ago of 

really liking brightly coloured zoot suits. The jackets were longer so I found them quite flattering 

and they were available in a range of really bright unusual colours and sometimes when I had 

lecturing etc I felt that they were something that was memorable but stood out. 

In more recent years the big thing that has made life much easier for me is Jacamo. I now live 

in rural Mid Wales and travel to Birmingham for work before the pandemic. obviously in Wales 

where I have most of my leisure time the range of opportunities for shopping is very limited. 

there is a big and Tall men's shop in Birmingham where I have gone when I have been in a 

real pickle and needed something very quick. however a lot of the time now I try and order 

things online. I like unusual suits I try and look for something with a fabric that is a little bit 

different not just plain black or grey and I really like a suit with an interesting lining. most of my 

wardrobe is suits for work and shirts and ties. But I have a real range of interesting and varied 

things. going because of my size I tend to be quite heavy on the trousers and wear out the 

seat so I always like it when I can buy a suit as separates and buy 3 pairs of trousers her 

jacket and because I know them but I can make the suit last longer as the trousers wear out. 

I think also lots of Suits now are made for fast fashion rather than good quality and so materials 

seams etc. tend to be fine rather than really durable. 

There was one occasion when I went to a tailor in North Wales and had a suit made up it was 

a truly lovely experience having something made to fit perfectly I had in my head exactly what 
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I wanted in terms of the fabric lining details and the pearls etc and I drawn out how I wanted 

the suit constructed and identified suppliers for the different fabrics and this chap created a 

really wonderful purple pinstripe suit with a gold and purple Paisley lining with pint gold details 

around the edge of the jacket it was really something special and felt beautiful to get into. it 

was a completely different experience from a fast fashion so off the peg however whilst it was 

very well made I did find that as my weight fluctuated up and down having something that 

fitted perfectly at one point it wasn't necessarily but helpful as my weight went up and down 

with diets and failures of diets. so part of me would Aspire to be able to purchase better quality 

more durable long-lasting clothes but only really works if you can maintain a steady weight. 

So I suppose in summary, my fashion choices aren’t really driven by ethical consumption 

behaviours, more by the necessity of getting something to fit, and trying to find something that 

looks “interesting”. I would be interested in more ethical fashion if it was visible to me and I 

could see that it would be available in sizes to fit. I think that whilst there is probably a push to 

concentrate on the mass market, big and tall is probably a good niche for ethical fashion, 

because people are already used to paying a bit of a price premium and there is less 

competition. 
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Emily 

I’d like to this of myself and a conscious consumer, until something catches my eye or I am in 

a position where buying something more expensive and higher quality is not possible. I try to 

purchase things that I genuinely love, and that have a different look. However, I also have a 

penchant for basics and these tend to be more low cost from retailers such as H&M and Zara. 

Thinking about it, Zara is probably my go to. Even though it is considered ‘fast fashion’ I tend 

to keep the pieces I buy from there for as long as they last, I don’t buy things from there 

thinking they will only be worn once and disposed of. I also try to consider what to do with 

purchases once I have finished with them, but find it increasingly confusing as to how best to 

dispose of them and how exactly to recycle them.  

My consumption habits have changed A LOT over the past 4 years, namely due to pregnancy 

(first on 2015) buying children’s clothes, and now a second pregnancy. During pregnancy I 

find my approach to consumption is just to buy from the limited options available to try and 

maintain a sense of personal style whilst being comfortable. During this period, I am also 

conscious that I cannot spend a lot on maternity clothing, due to wanting to save any spare 

money to cover the decrease in salary I will face when on maternity leave. For these reasons 

– following fashion, style and price concerns – the high street tends to be the best option for 

this type of clothing. This usually means Topshop for denim, H&M for tops and basics, ASOS 

for basics and workwear and for this first time online retailer Boohoo for more fashion forward 

looks such as ‘leather look’ leggings and dresses. The only thing worth investing in from 

specialist retailers is maternity/nursing bras, as these serve a more important function in 

overall health and will be worn for a long time past the maternity phase. I cannot imagine 

holding onto many of the maternity clothes I wear post-pregnancy, and probably will be looking 

to recycle these as they will be very well worn and due to their initial price probably won’t have 

much wear left. Even writing this I feel this is not an approach I comfortably admit to, however, 

as like many I suppose, budget and availability of items sometimes trumps other 

considerations. Having said that – consuming items from ‘fast fashion’ retailers is not 

necessarily the worst thing, I believe it is more about your own mind-set and perception of the 

garments you purchase. For example, I never purchase things thinking “I quite like it, I’ll just 

wear it once and it’s OK to chuck it”. For a purchase to be made now, it has to have a genuine 

place in my wardrobe and service a gap in a look I was trying to put together. I am also much 

keener on buying one off vintage pieces. I have some items that I have owned for 10 years or 

so, that I can’t imagine letting go of anytime soon. And I don’t often feel the need to ‘upgrade’ 

on an item, unless it has genuinely served its purpose and I know I won’t wear it. At that point, 

If I believe it still has wear in it, I will take it to a charity bin, or offer around to friends and family.  
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I will say this has not always been my approach – when younger, with more disposable 

income, and especially when working in retail – I definitely had a more disposable attitude. 

Ironically, with brands that were not fast fashion! Thinking about that now, makes me feel 

disturbed. Not only due to the money spent, but also the feeling that each time I went out I 

HAD to have something new. That spoke more to my own lack of self-confidence then, than 

perhaps the attitude to consumption – or perhaps they go hand in hand with being in your 

early 20s and feeling like you have to have something new to ‘prove something’ or to fit in. I 

do wish I had some of those items now though – as they all seem to be back in fashion and 

were good quality!! 
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Fran 

I will start my introspection with some personal reflections to provide some context to my 

thoughts. I grew up with what is now referred to as sustainability, without even knowing it. 

From my family’s perspective, on my mum’s side, the family runs a traditional small-holding. 

Everything is used until it no longer serves its purpose and then is repurposed; from growing 

and rearing own food and food scraps being fed to animals, to clothes and other home 

materials either turned into rags or used in maintaining the farm, and handy-downs being the 

norm. As a kid growing up in an urban environment, I though it all totally uncool and 

embarrassing; as if we couldn’t afford to buy new stuff. Now, I am proud of my family’s way of 

life and understand that it was done both because waste was seen as uneconomical and 

against ‘living in harmony with nature’ that particularly my granddad lived by.  On the other 

hand, my father, having grown up mainly in an urban environment, has always advocated that 

it is everyone’s responsibility to recycle using the infrastructure and facilities available to 

separate waste. Glass, plastic and paper was always separated at our home at the command 

of my Dad. Aside from my family influences, school and other socio-cultural institutions were 

instrumental in instilling sustainability into my fabric. From regular collections of paper for 

recycling at school to returnable glass bottles in shops, these influences were liminal in my 

efforts to work towards living a sustainable lifestyle now.  

I moved to the UK when I was 20 and set up a home. Whilst living in the UK, I put a lot of effort 

into reducing my carbon footprint. I have always tried to buy food and household items with 

as little packaging as possible and recycle according to the facilities and infrastructure 

available. I planted and maintained an edible garden and rode a bike or used public transport 

as much as possible. However, to my shame, I must admit that my sustainable lifestyle took 

a sharp downturn once I relocated to Oman in 2013. Oman has little to offer in terms of facilities 

and infrastructure to support sustainable lifestyle, and the socio-cultural and natural 

environments do not lend themselves to my previous lifestyle. Whether it is related to the 

weather being too hot for cycling to work or my gender and status unsuitable for riding a bike 

to work, to no recycling facilities and supply of eco-friendly offerings. Initially, I suffered a lot 

of anxiety and shopping ‘paralysis’ as my usual lifestyle was nay impossible to achieve but 

then I settled into a new approach that allowed me to deal with the dilemmas I faced. I needed 

to furnish our new home and so, instead of buying new, I bought everything second-hand. For 

a long time, I rented a car and then bought one second-hand. Wherever possible, I stopped 

buying goods in plastic containers and get water delivered in returnable bottles. We now only 

use bars of soap and shampoo. 

But, I have always largely neglected one area in my ‘green’ efforts. Fashion. Maybe because 

I have never had much interest in fashion and focused more on style, I have never considered 
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this area as needing my attention. Although I had some idea about which brands are ‘good’ or 

are at least trying to be good, I found the whole idea of finding out if and how of the different 

brands too time-consuming. It seemed that a brand may be good in terms of environmental 

sourcing but failing in terms of the social pillar of sustainability. Every time you think a brand 

is good, there seems to be a report published that counters this one way or another.  Also, 

typically, when I was a student, ‘good’ brands were typically much more expensive and so 

were largely unaffordable. Although not a problem now, is it fair to charge a ‘sustainability 

premium’? The quagmire of sustainable fashion just feels too much to really get into. But, it is 

also impossible to ignore.  

To ease my conscience a little, I have devised a fashion lifestyle that gives me some piece of 

mind. I have always done things my way and this is how I deal with this dilemma. I hardly ever 

buy the latest fashion and strive to avoid fast-fashion. I have always loved nosing around in 

charity shops, browsing and coming across amazing bargains. I have always loved a treasure 

hunt and browsing through the shelves of charity shops is a little like that.  

Then one day about 20 years ago, one of my sustainability soul-mates introduced me to TK 

Maxx. It was way before TK Maxx was the place to be seen. In those days, it was a dingy, 

poorly lit hall hidden at the top of the escalator above Superdrug on Queen Street selling last-

year’s fashion. But it kinda reminded me of the by-gone era of shops in communism during 

my growing up and so I felt perfectly at home. And at those prices, everything was a steal. To 

be honest, I felt annoyed when TK Maxx became a huge, highly desirable brand as it sort of 

lost that old-fashioned charm of my childhood shopping memories with my mum. I guess 

nostalgia is a thing in my life. 

Anyway, since then, most of mine and my husband’s clothes and accessories are bought in 

TK Maxx. I still see it as I did when my friend and I first started shopping there all those years 

ago: rescuing stylish clothes that would otherwise be dumped and burnt. And it’s still a treasure 

hunt. The only difference now and then is that I now spend hours ‘hunting’ for the high-end 

items that I can now afford, and keep them ‘forever’. For example, I bought my skiing jacket 

and pants in TK Maxx more than 15 years ago that I wore every year on skiing trip until 18 

months ago where I found myself travelling to Europe in January in a hoodie and out of 

desperation, bought a new winter sports jacket at the airport. My old skiing pants remain. I 

also still have my Gina Bacconi evening dress that I bought for a work’s do in 2004 and have 

worn it on and off since then. It’s a timeless black full-length gown. Nothing wrong with the 

dress itself now, it’s just that fitting into it has become a bit of a problem and so it will most 

likely be donated to charity soon. I prefer timeless, stylish and durable pieces over making 

sure my outfits are of the latest fashion. And when it’s time for us to part, I hand them down to 

family, friends or charity. Living in Oman, this has become easier as anything that we no longer 
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need is passed onto my friend’s domestic helpers who then ship it back to their villages in 

developing countries. In a way, leaving Oman next year will be a little less stressful as I will 

be able to give everything that I can’t take back with me to someone who needs it more than 

we do.  

But, back to fashion. Living in Oman has meant coming up with a new normal even for fashion 

purchases. And it’s been trying. No charity shops, no TK Maxx, no awareness of sustainable 

fashion brands. This has limited me to going to GAP, and Monsoon and Zara sometimes. The 

latter two, I’m not too sure of to be honest. Monsoon feels that it should be but I have a feeling 

that it has a long way to go. As for Zara, I hate the fast-fashion concept they are responsible 

for, but I appreciate their Europe-localised supply-chain. Aside from this, if I have to shop in 

Oman, I tend to buy high end pieces that I intend to keep. I love Ted Baker and have bought 

bits from there over the last couple of years. Otherwise, I wait for my annual TK Maxx treasure 

hunt that I can now do partially online.  

When I open my wardrobe, it is jam-packed. I do truly keep things. It reminds me of opening 

my parent’s occasional-wear wardrobe as a kid and finding pieces I had never seen them wear 

in real life, only in photographs from their younger years. The difference is that I actually still 

wear mine, probably because my lifestyle has not been taken over with parenthood. Anyway, 

looking at it piece by piece, some pieces jump out at me. I see my Ralph Lauren woollen jacket 

that I bought as one of the first luxury brands in TK Maxx nearly a couple of decades ago. I 

actually have a few Ralph Lauren pieces here. I do love classics. I see my black Warehouse 

work trousers that I bought from a charity shop on Albany Road and a Massimo Dutti business 

suit that I bought from someone second-hand in Oman. Old habits die hard! Hidden at the 

bottom are my Fly London ankle boots that I have owned for donkeys’ years and only ever 

wore a couple of times as the heel is about 15cm high and with my near 6ft, I attract the ‘giant’ 

gasps of the passers-by. I refuse to let them go as I both love them and I paid a fortune for 

them at a time when I could hardly afford to. Next to them are my Irregular Choice stilettoes, 

white with green polka dots. I love their quirkiness but hardly wear them as they kill my feet!  

And there is my nostalgia again. A couple of years ago, I bought a traditional Slovak batik print 

style skirt in an ethic shop in my home town. Some of my clothes tend to be very personal 

and, even at the time of purchase the influence was more subconscious, I choose them 

because they remind me of someone or something close to me. Like the only abaya (kind of 

a coat that Muslim women wear in public, it is typically black but in Oman, it is traditionally 

multicoloured) that I own. A few years ago, I decided to buy one to keep in my car for when I 

need to pop into a shop or get stopped by the police and I am wearing revealing clothes. I 

refused to buy a black one as that goes beyond my level of tolerance. I visited a few shops 

and eventually, I came across a kind off an abaya style piece that was multicoloured. I didn’t 
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particularly like it but was strangely drawn to it. When my brother visited and saw me wearing 

it, he immediately said it looked like the full body apron that my favourite aunt in the village 

who passed away a few years ago used to wear. And I cannot not mention my Nan’s summer 

psychedelic, flower-power summer jacket that I am only allowed to wear indoors. I am waiting 

for it come back into fashion! 

And to close, living in a country that places incredibly high value on status, which is re-inforced 

through conspicuous consumption and an appearance in public, my leissez-faire attitude and 

behaviour in terms of fashion has earned me regular criticism of the sort that: your appearance 

is not congruent with your status. And why do you have ‘this’ handbag and you should really 

have the latest Channel (insert whatever the latest luxury brand) to show who you are. ‘This’ 

bag is typically something like my much-loved few years old natural leather tote bag. And as 

a final confession, living in the Middle East, I have been introduced to fake fashion. I have 

been known to buy a fake Burberry clutch bag, fake Ugg boots and fake Hollister sweatpants 

     .  

In a sense, sustainability in fashion in my case sometime loses to nostalgia, busy lifestyle 

when you just grab whatever is available or on sale and, to a certain extent, is curbed by the 

supply-side management issues. And sometimes, it is just pure lazy! 
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Gwen 

Born in Wolverhampton in the Midlands in 1975, my parents moved to coastal mid-Wales 

when I was 4 years old.  My parents moved with little financial backing and for the first few 

years of moving to Wales, my family lived a very subsistence lifestyle.  Looking back I think it 

was more financial need than a particularly sustainable motivation, however, having said this 

my mother still engages in a subsistence lifestyle although now it is no longer a financial 

requirement. 

I was raised on a small-holding where we kept sheep for breeding and slaughter, chickens, 

goats and grew vegetables.  I was taught to help during lambing times, I can fish, gut animals, 

shear sheep, card, spin and knit wool.  There is a running joke in the family that if ever a 

zombie apocalypse happens we will hide in the hills as I can keep everyone warm and alive. 

Post A-Level studies I moved to university and cannot recall any times during my younger 

years where sustainability or environmental protection were high on my personal agenda.  I 

have always been interested in business and management as my father ran a building 

company which employed up to 50 employees at any one time and won awards from 

Snowdonia National Park for ‘building in keeping with the natural surroundings’.  I guess that 

even though sustainability was not a hot topic of conversation around the dinner table at home, 

elements of the broader concepts of sustainability, such as local employment, circular 

economy and developments sensitive to their surroundings were part of the natural discourse 

of our family life. 

I moved to South Wales with my husband and young family in 2001 due to my husband’s work 

commitments.  I was employed by a local FE college as an ESF project manager where I also 

completed my PGCE and started teaching.  During my 12 years of lecturing at FE level, I 

became a lecturer and manager in Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification which incorporated 

Education of Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC)  It was during this 

time, as I developed resources and teaching sessions and engaged students in becoming 

more socially, politically and environmentally aware, that I also realised my own interests lay 

within this field and I undertook and completed an MA in ESDGC at the University of Wales, 

Newport.  

In 2012, I completed the Welsh language sabbatical scheme at Cardiff University and the 

dissertation for my Masters programme focussed on developing Welsh medium curriculum in 

FE focussing on linguistic sustainability.  Following this I was employed by the local FE college 

as Welsh language development manager for 3 years, until I moved to a Local University as 

a Welsh medium lecturer in Business and Management. 
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I would say that up until this point in my life, my focus and buyer behaviour was one of price 

led with little thought of how environmentally friendly a product was.  My experience has been 

that being ‘green’ has been difficult when other more pressing problems, such as money and 

stress, have taken over as priorities in my life.  It was only when I started by job as a lecturer 

in HE and my husband had a stable well paid employment did I really start making significant 

environmentally motivated purchase.  In 2017, I made the decision to purchase an electric car 

(Nissan Leaf, 24kw, black).  The motivation was the need to upgrade my car, and I had heard 

that the leaf was both economical (price focussed) and zero emissions.  It was a higher initial 

outlay; however, I have found that petrol v electric bills has reduced running costs by £300 a 

month (which offset the monthly payment of HP).  It was also a bonus that performance, torque 

and the pleasure of driving was not reduced by going electric.  In contrast, it took until 2018 

for me to change my household electric to green only supplier … which meant that in real 

terms my car was powered by carbon emission producing energy for just over 6 months.  The 

change to green energy was prompted by me, and took persuasion to convince my husband 

of the rationale behind choosing a higher tariff for energy supplier.  I won. 

In my day to day supermarket shop, I have always been a conscientious shopper, however, 

since 2015 I have been more specific in my product choices including never purchasing 

products containing palm oil (unless it is RSPO sustainable), I choose to purchase fruit and 

veg ‘naked’ wherever possible and avoid plastics, especially those hard to recycle.  In contrast 

to what seems to be the norm, I am not a particularly big fan of fair trade as I think it can hinder 

those in most need by applying strict rules across the board.  I also believe that fair trade 

branding allows shoppers to offset their poor environmental behaviours (such as driving large 

engine diesel cars or buying single use plastics) by buying bananas with a fair trade logo.  I 

agree with the good work it achieves abroad but do not like the way it can make people feel 

like they are doing ‘enough’ by buying a brand rather than engaging in ‘real’ sustainable 

behaviours. 

I teach Sustainability at Level 6 in University and play a proactive role in the Sustainability 

collaboration group set up in 2019.  I have also written the Sustainability pathway which is 

being introduced to Business and Management in 2019/20.  I am passionate about promoting 

sustainable living, reducing plastic usage, raising awareness in business and individuals of 

sustainable issues and have raised my children to think sustainably in their day to day lives.  I 

am a member of Greenpeace and the Orangutan Foundation.  I would consider myself to have 

an above average interest in sustainability and to be actively greener than the average citizen 

… and yet …  then we get to clothes.   

Oh dear.  I will buy anything, from anywhere.  I am not fashion conscious, in fact I would say 

that I like to look nice, appropriate, but spend very little in comparison to others on clothes.  I 
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do buy second hand clothes, especially workwear, as I find I have to buy clothes regularly to 

not look like I am wearing the same thing all of the time.  I shop for clothes in Primark (mostly 

for my children who like the cheap and fashionable nature of the clothes), New Look, TK Max, 

Asda, Tesco and Next.  I also make purchases from more high-end high street brands in 

House of Fraser and Debenhams when purchasing for special events.  I do not pay attention 

to sustainability in clothing brands, I generally take no interest in clothing.  My purchase 

decisions are mainly based upon price and suitability for my body shape rather than any 

consideration for ethical or sustainable purchasing.  I would not pay more for sustainably 

sourced clothing … unless it was on offer! 

I think this approach comes from my up bringing, where my mother would put unending effort 

into raising sheep, growing vegetables and living as sustainable lifestyle as possible, and yet 

every 6 months we would travel to my grand-parents house in the Midlands and get to spend 

a set amounts of money on clothes.  The aim was to get as many outfits as possible to last 

until our next visit.  I cannot recall ever having a discussion about ethical clothing, sweat shops 

or fair trade and the providence of the clothing was never a topic of conversation.   

I can only surmise that my attitude towards clothing was born of necessity in my formative 

years to buy within set budgets and purchase as much as possible for as little as possible.  I 

also believe that being overweight and unhappy with my body image also plays a part as I am 

always thinking it isn’t worth spending a lot on clothes as my clothing sizes change regularly, 

spending a large amount on one item which may be unwearable within weeks seems wasteful.  

This maybe, why I love shoes and handbags so much as size changes have minimal impact.  

As such, I can purchase shoes and bags and wear them until they wear out, rather than until 

I grow (or shrink – but this is rarer) out of them.   I have a love of heeled shoes for both 

workwear and social wear – I like brand such as Ruby Shoo, Irregular Choice and Carvella 

but I will again purchase any brand if I like the shape, colour and style of shoe.  I have 6 pairs 

of Ruby Shoo Shoes, (4 matching handbags), two pairs of Irregular Choice (no handbags) and 

4 pairs of Carvella shoes (2 matching handbags).  In all, I have just under 30 Pairs of heeled 

shoes, from low heels to 6-inch heels with platforms (stripper heels?).  I am generally not 

brand loyal, but I do regularly look at Ruby Shoo and Irregular Choice websites …usually 

looking for sales and bargains!  I guess, it really still comes back to price. 
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Hywel (original Welsh version) 

Prynu Dillad 

Fel man cychwyn mae’n werth nodi nad oes gennyf fawr o ddiddordeb mewn ffasiwn fel y 

cyfryw. Rwy’n chwilio am ddillad sy’n ddibynadwy, addas i bwrpas ac o safon da. Mewn 

blynyddoedd diweddar rwy’ wedi dod yn fwyfwy ymwybodol o faterion moesegol o gwmpas 

dillad ac felly yn ceisio adlewyrchu hynny wrth siopa. 

Ar y cyfan rwy’n prynu dillad ar batrwm eitha’ cyffredin: 

Siwtiau. Wedi ffindo bod darpariaeth TM Lewin yn fy siwtio yn iawn. Mae nhw’n rhesymol ac 

o safon derbyniol. Yn yr un modd rwy’n prynu crysau gwaith gan Lewin ‘fyd. Rwy’n petruso 

rhywfaint rhag ymrwymo i barhau i wneud hyn – rwy’n deall fod Lewin wedi eu prynu gan 

gwmni ‘venture capitalist’ ac mae’r siopau wedi eu cau. Roedd cael cyngor doeth gan staff yn 

y siop yng Nghaerdydd yn ddefnyddiol iawn i rywun sy’ ddim yn deall ffasiwn! 

Ar y cyfan dwi ddim yn prynu teis yn Lewin ond yn hytrach yn Hawkes – siop annibynnol yn yr 

arced sy’n gwerthu teis nodedig – ble mae ond 100 yn cael eu gwneud o bob math. Teis 

‘newscasters’ ar adegau, ac rwy’n mawr obeithio o ystyried y pris eu bod yn cael eu gwneud 

mewn dull moesegol. 

O ran dillad mwy anffurfiol rwy’n dueddol o brynu dillad yn naill ai Fat Face neu yn White Stuff. 

Yn yr un modd rwy’n tybio fod gan y naill gwmni neu’r llall enw eitha’ da ac felly rwy’n barod i 

bwrcasu ganddynt. 

O ran ffasiwn arall, rwy’n wedi prynu jins gan Hiut Denim yn ddiweddar. Rwy’n hoff iawn o 

ethos ac ysbryd y cwmni, ac mae’n teimlo fel cynnyrch moesegol ac amgylcheddol iawn. Mae’r 

elfen CSR amlwg iawn yn y ffordd mae’r cynnrych yn cael ei farchnata ac mae’n ddeniadol 

oherwydd hynny. Yn ymarferol rwy’n ceisio prynu jins organig, ac mae siap fy nghorff ddim 

bod tro yn gweddu i’r ‘normal cut’ – h.y. rwy’n rhedeg (lot) ac mae gennyf goesau byr ond 

cyhyrog! 

Rwy’ hefyd yn prynu crysau T gan gwmniau fel Howies rwy’n deall eu bod nhwythau yn 

amgylcheddol tu hwnt, ac rwy’n dewis cotwm organig pan fo’n bosib. Rwy’ hefyd yn prynu 

crysau T gan Cowbois neu wneuthurwyr Cymreig eraill ond rhaid cyfaddef nad ydw i wedi 

ymholi ymhell iawn o ran ble daw’r crysau T. 

Rwy’ hefyd yn mwynhau fod tu fas yn cerdded, seiclo neu rhedeg. Rwy’n prynu cotiau 

arbenigol fel arfer gan siop Up and Under yn Nhreganna yng Nghaerdydd. Eto rwy’n defnyddio 

siop o’r fath fel rhyw fath o ‘short cut’ i ddewis cwmniau sy’n darparu nwyddau o safon.  
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O ran dillad rhedeg mae amrywiol cwmniau mawrion yn darparu dillad rhedeg gan gynnwys 

Asics, Nike a Under Armour. Eto fy mhatrwm arferol yw i brynu nwyddau mewn siopau rwy’n 

ymddiried ynddynt. Yn yr achos hwn – Run and Become yng Nghaerdydd. Mae Run and 

Become yn lun ar siop gydweithredol sydd gyda gwerhoedd moseol (os nad ysbrydol) yn sail 

i’r gwaith, ac felly rwy’n ymddiried ynddynt i bwrcasu’n ddoeth ond hefyd i drin eu staff yn dda. 

Mae gennyf rhywfaint o ddylanwad yn y gwaith hefyd o ran patrymau pwrcasu ac rwy’n ceisio 

sicrhau fod crysau-T a Hwdis a bwrcasir yn amgylcheddol ac yn foesegol. Mae hyn wedi 

arwain at ddewis cyflenwr ychydig yn fwy drud yn y gorffennol – er y buaswn i’n dadlau fod 

hyn yn werth da am arian. 

Felly pa fath o gwsmer ffasiwn ydw i. Rwy’n cymharol syml o ran fy newisiadau – adnabod 

cyflenwyr da ac ymddiried ynddynt i ddarparu nwyddau o safon. Er mod i’n ystyried materion 

moesegol ac amgylcheddol yn hynod bwysig rwy’n dueddol o ddefnyddio siopau / brandiau 

rwy’n ymddiried ynddynt fel ffurf ar law fer – er nad oes o reidrwydd sail gennyf i wneud hynny. 

Wrth ystyried felly mae’n bosib iawn y dylwn i wneud fwy wrth brynu nwyddau ffasiwn. 

Cwestiynau dilynol: 

Llyr: Mae dwy enghraifft sydd o ddiddordeb penodol i mi o ran yr ymchwil - TM Lewin ac Under 

Armour.  Wyt ti erioed wedi rhoi unrhyw ystyriaeth i'w cadwyni cyflenwi nhw – neu chwilio am 

wybodaeth amdanynt? Y rheswm rwy'n gofyn yw nad ydw i erioed wedi, er bod fy wardrob yn 

llawn o'u dillad, a fy mod wedi bod yn astudio moesoldeb cadwyni cyflenwi dillad ers dros 

ddegawd.  

Hywel: Yr ateb plan a gonest yw nad ydw – rwy’ wedi tueddu I feddwl am Lewin fel brand call 

a cryf ac felly o reidrwydd yn trin pobl yn dda (does dim llwyth o logic tu cefn I hynny wrth 

gwrs), ond mae gwerthu’r busnes yn ddiweddar wedi gwneud I fi feddwl tipyn fwy am hynny. 

O ran Under Armour – wedi efallai meddwl gan fod nhw’n noddi tim Cymru (o leiaf ar un adeg) 

mae’n rhaid bo nhw’n eitha’ legit … wrth gwrs does dim sail I hynny mewn gwirionedd, ond 

gobeithio fod nhw’n iawn achos dwi’n hoffi eu stwff … 

Llyr: Fe wnes di son dy fod yn dewis cotwm organig ble bo'n bosib. Fydde ti'n dweud bod hyn 

am resymau amgylcheddol yn unig, ta wyt ti'n ystyried unrhyw fanteision o ran iechyd yn 

ogystal?  

Hywel: O’m rhan i rhesymau amgylcheddol / moesegol – dwi’n tybio fod cynrhyrchwyr organig 

yn trin eu gweithwyr yn well – ond hynny heb unrhyw ymchwil na sail tystiolaeth go iawn … 

heb wir ystyried y rhesymau iechyd? Ar y cyfan mae’n well gen i ddillad mwy naturiol na 

synthetig … ond dim lot mwy na hynny! 
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Hywel (English translation) 

 

Buying Clothes 

As a starting point it is worth noting that I have little interest in fashion as such. I look for clothes 

that are reliable, fit for purpose and that are of a good quality. In recent years I have become 

increasingly aware of ethical issues around clothing, so try to reflect this when shopping. 

In general, I follow a fairly consistent pattern when buying clothes:  

Suits. I’ve found that TM Lewin's provision suits me right. They are reasonably priced and of 

an acceptable quality. Similarly, I also buy work shirts from Lewin. I'm a little hesitant to commit 

to continuing with this - I understand Lewin has been bought by a venture capitalist and that 

shops have been closed. Getting wise advice from staff at the Cardiff store was very helpful 

to someone who doesn't understand fashion! 

I generally don’t buy ties at Lewin but rather in Hawkes - an independent arcade shop that 

sells specialty ties - where only 100 of each tie is manufactured. ‘Newscaster’ style ties, and I 

would very much hope they are made in an ethical manner given the price. 

For more informal clothing, I tend to buy clothes at either Fat Face or White Stuff. In the same 

way I believe both companies have a good reputation and so I'm willing to purchase from 

them. 

As for other fashion items, I recently purchased a pair of jeans from Hiut Denim. I really like 

the ethos and spirit of the company, and it feels like a very ethical and environmentally friendly 

product. The CSR element is very evident in the way the product is marketed and it’s attractive 

because of this. In practice, I try to buy organic jeans, and my body shape doesn't always fit 

the 'normal cut' – i.e. I run (a lot) and have short, but muscular legs! 

I also buy T-shirts from companies like Howies who I understand are extremely 

environmentally friendly, and I choose organic cotton whenever possible. I also buy T-shirts 

from Cowbois or other Welsh manufacturers, but I must admit I haven't inquired very much 

about where their T-shirts come from. 

I also enjoy being outside walking, cycling or running. I usually buy specialist coats from the 

Up and Under store in Canton in Cardiff. Yet again I use this type of shop as a sort of ‘short 

cut’ to select companies that provide quality goods. 

As for running clothes, there are various large companies who sell running clothes including 

Asics, Nike and Under Armor. Here again my usual pattern is to buy goods in stores I trust. In 

this case - Run and Become in Cardiff. Run and Become is a model example of a cooperative 
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shop whose work is based on ethical (if not indeed spiritual) values, so I trust them to buy 

wisely and also to treat their staff well. 

I also have some influence on purchasing practices at work and I try to ensure that T-shirts 

and Hoodies purchased are environmentally friendly and ethical. This has led to choosing a 

slightly more expensive supplier in the past - although I would argue that this is good value for 

money. 

So, what kind of fashion customer am I? I'm relatively straightforward in my choices – I identify 

good suppliers and trust them to deliver quality goods. Even though I consider ethical and 

environmental issues to be extremely important, I tend to use stores / brands I trust as a form 

of shorthand - although I don't necessarily have a basis for doing so. On reflection, therefore, 

perhaps I should do more when buying fashion goods. 

Follow up questions: 

Llyr: There are two specific examples that are of  specific interest to me in terms 

of my research - TM Lewin and Under Armour. Have you ever given any consideration to 

their supply chains - or searched for any information about 

them ? The reason I ask is because I never have, even though I’ve been studying fashion 

supply chain ethics for over a decade!        

Hywel: The honest answer is that I haven’t - I've tended to think about Lewin as a wise and 

strong brand and that therefore they would treat people well as a matter of course (there isn’t 

much  logic behind this of course), but the recent selling of the business has made me think a 

bit more about this. 

Regarding Under Armor -  perhaps I think that because they sponsored the Wales team 

(at least at one time ) they must be pretty legit ... of course there's no basis to this in fact, but I 

hope they're Ok because I like their stuff... 

Llyr: You mentioned that you choose organic cotton where possible. Would you say that this 

is solely for environmental reasons, or have you considering any health benefits as well? 

Hywel: From my point environmental / ethical reasons - I assume organic producers treat their 

workers better - but without any research or a real evidence base ... I haven’t really considered 

health reasons. Overall I prefer more natural clothes than synthetic… but not much more than 

that! 

  



 

398 

Iona 

Ethical Consumption 

Am I an ethical consumer?  Heck, that’s made me think about my buying patterns.  I think the 

answer is yes and no, depending on how I’m feeling at that particular time, and what I’m 

buying. 

I love good quality, classically-styled clothes, but I hate the price tag that comes with 

them.  Whether or not they’re produced in an ethical manner is not really something I think 

about, but I do actually avoid stores that sell fast-fashion, like Primark, because I know that 

their goods are likely to have been produced in sweatshops and children will have been used 

as cheap labour. 

I’m having a love-affair at the moment with the Jaeger brand.  It must be a symptom of my 

middle age, but I adore the quality, the fabric, the cut, and some of the styles.  I don’t like 

paying full price for Jaeger items though - in fact, I would flatly refuse to pay £125 for what is 

essentially a t-shirt.  OK, it has a bit of ribbing on it, and the front has a lining, but still, it’s a t-

shirt.  I manage this conflict by buying on Ebay, or flicking through the rails in charity shops.  I 

don’t like buying anything that’s been worn, so I search for items in the BNWT category.  You’d 

be surprised at how many items there are that have been hanging in people’s wardrobes 

without ever having been worn.  I’m decluttering my wardrobes at the moment, and have found 

way too many dresses, coats, jackets and blouses that still have the tags on, two years on.  I’m 

going to list them on Ebay and see if I can get a little bit of cash that I can use for something 

else.   

Otherwise, I buy in sales or from outlets.  I hate paying full price.  There’s a certain satisfaction 

to be gained in getting a bargain.  I have been known to browse items in shops, and then go 

online and see if I can get it elsewhere cheaper.  I think I have an ethical responsibility to my 

own bank balance!  Invariably, you can find promotional codes and vouchers, although this 

then means that shopping online increases road freight, which isn’t very ethical, so there’s a 

bit of a conflict there.   

Other ethical concerns.... hmm.... I bought a pair of Toms a few years ago because they have 

a ‘one for one’ scheme where for every pair you buy, they give a pair to someone in need.  I 

felt this was a good initiative, but then I went out to Turkey on holiday and found that the 

markets were full of Toms counterfeits and really felt quite annoyed at this.  I wondered about 

the ethics of actually buying a pair of counterfeits which sent the message to others that the 

wearer had been altruistic in buying a pair of Toms, when actually, all they’d done was get a 

cheap pair of fakes with no philanthropic contribution whatsoever. 
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I tend to buy clothes that are washable, and I wash at low temperatures wherever possible, 

on an eco wash.  I steer clear of anything that’s dry-clean only - mainly because the concept 

of dry-cleaning isn’t acceptable to me, both from an environmental perspective, but also 

because of the hassle involved in having to drive five miles to the nearest facility to drop off 

and pick up.  I’d much rather be in control of cleaning my own clothes anyway. 

I think I equate buying high quality brands with buying ethically-produced clothing, but I’ve 

never really looked into the ethics of the brands I buy to make sure that this is the case.  I’ve 

always worked on the assumption that if I don’t buy cheap, then what I’m paying for is more 

than the actual garment.... that if I buy an expensive item, then the cost of that reflects that it’s 

been produced in an acceptable fashion.  Writing this has prompted me to look into the brands 

I favour, and see for myself what commitment to ethical production.  I wonder if I’ll change my 

attitude to brands if I find they’re not ethically produced. 
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Jeremy 

The wardrobe of a dedicated follower of cycling! 

I have always been interested in fashion and more probably looking ‘smart’. This I think was 

/is driven by the fact that I am the youngest of three children and was influenced by my older 

brother and sisters fashion choices as they grew older and I subsequently became the 

beneficiary of their ‘hand me downs’. This resulted in the situation that as a young teenager I 

had some really nice and fashionable clothes to wear as opposed to my friends who were not 

so fortunate to have elder fashion conscious siblings. To me the fact that I may have been a 

year out of date, mattered little, nor did it appear so to my social group. 

So – I think my self consciousness about appearance was being developed at an early and 

formative stage. It’s probably worth adding that I was a child of the 60’s – as were my siblings 

– so just at the forefront of the development of the teen fashion market and the rise of the 

‘brand’. To add to this my father was a great influence on my approach to being ‘smart’. He 

has a military background and even now (he is in his mid 80’s) will not go a day without a 

shave and will always leave the house in the regimental tie and pressed trousers. Such 

behavior leaves a mark… well it did on me! (encouraged by my mother). 

Roll forward a few decades and you will find that I am a middle aged man, acting upon the 

dual influences set out above. I probably buy too many clothes and have always bought the 

best that I can afford at any one time – based on the concept that you buy well once and it will 

last. Fashion (on reflection) is not these days a priority for me – in my everyday ware – rather 

I buy ‘classics’ and have a surprisingly large number of white shirts and tweed jackets 

compared to just a few years ago, when I think my wardrobe was a little more colourful 

(although I do have a liking for colourful Marino wool sweaters). 

But I have a huge clothing weakness. I am and have been for most of my life – a keen 

(sometimes competitive) cyclist. I have ridden most disciplines and enjoy the ‘road’ scene here 

in the UK and when we are allowed to travel – most of Europe. Our favorite destination being 

Mallorca (the place to be seen to be seen as a cyclist!). There is a saying in cycling that you 

only a dedicated cyclist when you count the number of bikes you have on two hands and that 

you spend more on cycling clothing than you do on ‘everyday’ clothes. Well I have 11 bikes 

and a separate wardrobe for my cycling clothes! 

In recent years the quality and range of ‘kit’ has just exploded – along with the interest in bikes 

and biking. 30 years ago you had to be friends with a pro team or pro rider to get your hands 

on really nice kit – it just was not readily available  - and to be honest lycra was only just on 

the market and shockingly expensive (or it was for me at the time). Today the scene is as 

much about fashion and brand as it is about the bikes. To look good is critical. So a quick ‘tour’ 
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of my wardrobe is probably a timeline of my cycling passion. I have all my racing shirts – 

including 8 ‘tour’ shirts… OK they are not Tour de France but Tour de Gwent… but still an 

achievement. I have my London to Paris race kit (does not fit anylonger!) and a very rare 

‘Mellow Johnny’s’ shirt from the US (this is Lance Armstrongs bike shop team race shirt – rare 

because you can’t buy them – only the fakes on ebay). Then there are the ‘Giant’ team shirts 

(my mountain bike race shirts) and a single UK Challenge race shirt. I keep them just as a 

reminder I guess of past challenges and races and days on the bike… a memory collection? 

Then there is the ‘Italian’ collections – mainly Castelli. They are fine manufactures of hard core 

kit (they produce a range of kit from the ‘wanna be’ right through to the Corsa Rosso pro kit) I 

have various shirts, bib shorts and winter kit across their ranges and love their ‘T’ shirts for 

wearing off the bike as it signifies my level of passion to other bikers! Castelli is the kit I choose 

to wear to the ‘spin club’ at my local gym. However over the years I have found that in Castelli 

sizing I’m now an XXL – this is kit for the skinny Italian biker! I have been pondering on how 

to illustrate how much this passion costs  - and have just looked up the price of the last bib 

short that I bought from Castelli – dare I say that it set me back in excess of £200.00… nice 

though. 

Then around 5 years ago I came across a bike clothing manufacturer in Australia called 

‘Cycology’ – as a marketer the name appealed to me as did the fact that they had a range of 

designs called ‘spin doctor’. So I called them up and struck a friendship with the owner Michael. 

His wife is the designer and he looks after the business side of things. I love their designs as 

they are different and stand out in the crowd of Castelli and Rapha. Well made and where 

possible ethically sourced – I have every garment they make in the ‘Day of the living’ range 

(as it goes rather well with my mock tattoo sleeves that I wear for sun protection). My wife also 

rides in their kit now and between us I think we have quite a collection (probably 50 plus items). 

A shirt from Cycology retails at between £80 - £100 – but they are great quality and are 

different on UK roads (Europe too)! 

The wardrobe is topped off (no pun intended) with the accessories of the cycling peacock! I 

have matching ‘Kask’ helmets – match either a bike or kit, sunnies, usually matched to my 

helmet and assorted gloves, mitts, socks and shoes – although I like to wear white shoes as 

it emphasises the cleanliness of the bike. 

This has been an interesting exercise of introspection and reflection. It has surprised me to 

reflect on the influence of those ‘hand me downs’ and more so that they were prize 

possessions to me as a teenager, not that I was a poor relation – interesting too to reflect on 

the ‘vintage’ clothing market in both style icons and increasingly cycling clothing (especially 

team shirts and caps). I am probably slightly embarrassed by the description of my cycling 

wardrobe… I sound like a real poser… but there again on the bike I think I am (I hope I can 
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also back that up with performance). There is practically too of course – if I ride out in the 

summer every day then I need a lot of kit. The Castelli kit that I wear to the ‘spin club’ has to 

be high performance to enable me to get the most out of the spin session – this is after all a 

sweaty activity at the best of times. Perhaps I’m justifying the investment…? 
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Katherine 

Mam’s Fur Coat 

I grew up in the North East of England in the 1960s.  We lived in an aspirational working class 

suburb of what had been a prosperous coal mining, shipping and industrial town that was just 

about to tip over into decline.  One of my vivid memories as a child is taking the bus into town 

with Mam and being surrounded by the hefty bosoms of middle-aged ladies draped in fox furs.  

To them this was part of their declaration of status.  To me as a child, staring into the eyes of 

dead foxes was a regularly repeated, horrific experience.  But in an era of the mantra ‘children 

should be seen and not heard’ I never mentioned it and even if I had I would have been ignored 

at best. 

The other even more important symbol of affluence for the ladies was to be the proud owner 

of a fur coat with the ultimate objective of owning and wearing mink.  Mam was quite unusual 

in those times in that she was and had always been a career-woman and she had her eyes 

firmly on the target of that most desirable status symbol - a mink coat, saving a little towards 

it every month.  It must have been a really big deal for her when it percolated my 

consciousness so clearly at a young age.  There were a number of setbacks including Dad 

having a major accident at work and being off sick with little and then no pay for around 18 

months.  Then Mam contracted a virus resulting in her being off sick for months also and in ill 

health for the rest of her life.  However, despite all of this she went back to work and eventually 

bought her first fur coat – not the desired exclusive mink but the lesser musquash.  Things 

must have upturned for our family at some point afterwards as this purchase was followed by 

another and then the ultimate mink coat. 

By now I was a teenager navigating my way through the rapid societal changes of the time.  

However, although we didn’t realise it, the global trends that influenced my generation in my 

town had probably taken a years to reach us.  While we considered ourselves part of a 

subculture rebelling against the standards and values of our parent’s generation, we were 

always somewhat behind the times and our interpretation of our influences, particularly hippie 

culture, was rather partial and idiosyncratic.  Our uniform of choice was either cheese cloth 

shirt and jeans or cheese cloth shirt and maxi skirt, topped off in the colder months with an 

Afghan or (second hand) fur coat.  As I couldn’t afford either, I started eying up Mam’s 

wardrobe and being a Mam, of course she regularly lent me one or her prized possessions – 

but not the mink! 

I have to say we started to become aware of the animal rights movement and in those times 

who could have missed the tabloid reporting on animal abuses, testing and the associated 

protests.  Gradually we started questioning ourselves but tended to justify our behaviour with 
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such spurious arguments as wearing second hand coats meant that animals weren’t currently 

being bred to satisfy our desires.  Over a relatively short space of time, however, it became 

increasingly uncomfortable to be confronted by one’s own hypocrisy: how could I on the one 

hand call myself an animal lover while on the other be willing to wear the pelts of dead animals. 

Unusually, I think, I’m able to identify the last occasions when I wore Mam’s fur coat.  I was 

20 and in my first, quite exciting but poorly paid job.  My best friend and I had tried a girls 

holiday to Spain in the Summer.  We decided the 3 days and nights on a coach to get there 

and the same to return weren’t outweighed by the delights of baking on a beach for 3 weeks 

and that we’d never do that again.  So we decided to go to Moscow and Leningrad (as it was 

at the time) in January.  We were warned it would be cold and fur coats and hats were 

recommended.  And so Mam’s fur coat was borrowed again.  It was a life changing trip for 

many reasons but one of the decisions I made was never to wear fur again.  It was not an 

obvious time to make the decision as most people in the USSR at that time, who could afford 

it, did wear fur hats and coats.  And the temperature was an eye lash freezing minus 30 

degrees Celsious.  Perhaps it was seeing the scale of the issue at first hand – I’m not sure – 

but when I got home, I gave Mam her coat back and never borrowed it again.  In fact, not long 

afterwards, Mam stopped wearing her fur coats too though I did catch glimpses of them in her 

wardrobe from time to time.  I think a tipping point had been reached when the horrors of the 

fur trade pervaded public consciousness and people were embarrassed to be associated with 

it. 

I didn’t think about Mam’s fur coat again until decades later when she died.  Dad had died a 

few years earlier and because Mam was on her own and in ill health, she lived with us.  I was 

clearing out her things and had almost finished when I saw a carrier bag in the bottom of a 

cupboard.  I pulled it and suddenly realised it was the fur coat – by its rather unique (and 

unpleasant) smell first.  I was engulfed by a flood of memories and while my first instinct was 

to throw the horrible thing out, I just couldn’t.  But neither could I bring myself to do anything 

else with it.  So, presumably as Mam had done, I pushed it back into a corner of the cupboard 

and left it there.  It was probably several months before I finally decided to retrieve it and with 

very mixed emotions, donated it to a charity shop. 
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Appendix I: Summary of the ethical intentions, knowledge and behaviours revealed by participants 

Pseudony
m 

Gender Life 
Stage  

Career 
Stage 

Shared Life 
Themes and 
Projects   

Contrasting Life 
Themes and Projects  

Ethical 
Behavioural 
Intention (EBI) 

Ethical Knowledge 
(EK) 

Actual Ethical 
Behaviour (AEB) 

General Fashion General Fashion General Fashion 

Anton Male 20s Masters 
Student   

Interest in EC 
stimulated by 
masters degree 

European student; 
retail experience; more 
fashion orientated 

  Medium    Medium     Medium 

Beth Female 20s PhD 
Student  

Sustainability related 
PhD and teaching 

Not a marketer; no 
research background 
in fashion 

High High   High   High High High 

Claire Female 20s Mid-career 
academic 

Marketing lecturer 
including fashion and 
sustainability 

Not researched ethical 
consumerism (EC) 

Medium High   High   High   Medium High   

David Male 30s Mid-career 
academic 

Based at same 
sustainability 
research centre 

Not a marketer; no 
research background 
in fashion 

High   Low   High     Low Medium     Low   

Emily Female 30s Mid-career 
academic 

Marketing lecturer 
including fashion; 
similar PhD journey 

Mother; retail 
experience; more 
fashion orientated 

   High     High       High 

Fran Female 40s Mid-career 
academic 

Marketing lecturer 
including CSR; 
similar PhD journey 

Raised in Eastern 
Europe; currently living 
in Middle East 

High High High High High High 

Gwen Female 40s Mid-career 
academic 

Sustainability 
lecturer; similar 
professional career 

Mother; keener interest 
in environmental 
issues 

High   Low  High   Low High Low 

Hywel Male 40s Late-
career 
academic  

Similar professional 
career focusing on 
Welsh medium   

Not a marketer; 
sustainability 
campaigner 

High   Medium  High   Medium High High 

Iona Female 50s Late-
career 
academic   

Marketing lecturer 
including fashion and 
sustainability 

Mother; different life 
stage; no research in 
EC 

 Medium  Medium  Medium 

Jeremy Male 50s  Late-
career 
academic   

Marketing lecturer; 
similar clothing 
purchases 

Different life stage; 
keen cyclist; no 
research in EC 

 Medium  Medium  Medium 

Katherine Female 60s  Late-
career 
academic   

Business ethics 
lecturer 

Not a marketer; no 
research interest in 
fashion 

 Medium  Medium  Medium 
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Appendix J: Summary of the values revealed by participants 

Value 
Clusters  

Value Types  Individual Values 

Self-
transcendence 

Universalism  Anton cares about the environment (protecting the environment), the welfare of animals (unity with nature), objects to the 
exploitation of workers (social justice) and believes in prosperity for all people (equality). 

Beth believes in reduced consumption and environmental impact (protecting the environment), supports social enterprises 
(social justice and equality) and says her shift towards ethical / sustainable consumption is serendipitous and makes her feel 
good (inner harmony). 

Claire strongly believes in a sharing economy and in the redistribution of goods (social justice), emphasises the importance 
of ethics and sustainability in her work (protecting the environment), and is working towards making her wardrobe more ethical 
so that she will be happier with her buying behaviour in the long run (inner harmony) 

David is very interested in the technical aspects of sustainability and aspires to be able to purchase durable, long-lasting 
clothes (protecting the environment). 

Emily strongly believes in only buying clothes that she genuinely needs and in keeping them for a long time, and in reducing 
clothing waste (protecting the environment). 

Fran has been working towards a sustainable lifestyle throughout her life (protecting the environment), is proud her family’s 
attempts to live in harmony with nature (unity with nature), believes in passing on clothes to people in need (social justice) 
and has devised a fashion lifestyle that gives her piece of mind (inner harmony). 

Gwen cannot recall any time in her life when sustainability and environmental protection were not high on her personal agenda 
and is passionate about promoting sustainable living, reducing plastic usage and raising awareness of sustainability issues 
(protecting the environment).  

Hywel considers ethical and environmental issues to be extremely important and tries to reflect this when shopping (protecting 
the environment, social justice).   

Iona finds the concept of dry-cleaning unacceptable from an environmental perspective (protecting the environment) and is 
concerned about the welfare of workers in garment factories (social justice).   

Jeremy has believed in buying clothes that will last since for many years and sought to buy items that are well made and 
ethically sourced (protecting the environment, social justice).   

Katherine has been an animal lover from her teens since when she has objected to the wearing animal furs and skins (unity 
with nature)   

Benevolence Beth believes in supporting local small market stalls, produces, social enterprises and disability groups (helpful) and likes 
giving meaningful gifts to friends (true friendship). 



 

408 

Value 
Clusters  

Value Types  Individual Values 

Claire believes she has a personal responsibility for developing the next generation of marketing students (responsibility) and 
buys and mends clothes for her partner who is not confident with fashion (mature love). 

Emily is conscious that she cannot spend a lot on clothing during pregnancy (responsible). 

Gwen has raised her children to think sustainably in their day to day lives and engaged students in becoming more socially, 
politically and environmentally aware over a number of years (responsible). 

Hywel has made repeat purchases from independent local shops and expects the retail staff that he frequently comes into 
contact with to be treated well (loyalty)  and influences purchasing practices at work to ensure clothing purchases are 
sustainable and ethical (responsible). 

Conservation Tradition Beth looks to wear something appropriate when buying dresses for weddings, formal dinners, and parties (moderate, respect 
for tradition). 

Emily is conscious not to spend too much money on clothing during maternity leave (moderation)     

Fran values traditional Slovak clothes and wears an abya in Oman to respect local custom and religion, but refuses to buy a 
black one as this goes beyond her level of tolerance (respect for tradition) 

Gwen likes to look nice and appropriate but spends little on clothes in comparison to others, and believes spending more 
would be wasteful because her clothing sizes change regularly (moderate) 

Iona: hates buying clothes at the full price and thinks she has an ethical responsibility to her own bank balance  (moderate) 

Conformity Fran expresses pride in the sustainable values of her parents and grandparents and seeks to reflect them in her own behaviour 
(honouring parents and elders)     

Beth controls the urge to make impulse clothing purchases (self-discipline) 

Iona controls the urge to buy expensive brands by searching for second-hand items and buying during sales and from outlets 
(self-discipline) 

Katherine describes rebelling against the standards and values of  her parent’s generation during her youth, but how she 
resisted the instinct to throw out a fur coat following her mother’s death (honouring parents and elders)     

Security Anton has enduring beliefs about the cleanliness and neatness of clothing which temper his belief in the value of buying from 
second-hand shops (clean) 

Emily believes in investing in maternity/nursing bras from specialist retailers as they serve an important function in overall 
health, but is uncomfortable with the fact this is at odds with her strong belief in only buying clothes she will hold on to for a 
long time (health) 



 

409 

Value 
Clusters  

Value Types  Individual Values 

Iona doesn’t like buying anything that’s been worn before which limits her second-hand purchases and would much rather be 
in control of cleaning her own clothes which has led her to avoid dry clean only items (clean) 

Jeremy believes he needs high performing cycling kit to protect himself from the elements when cycling outdoors and to 
maintain high performance during gym classes (health) 

Openness to 
change  

Stimulation 

 

Anton is proud of the fact he has been into fashion for several years (a varied life, and exciting life). 

David tries to find something that looks interesting and different (a varied life) although also states that he’s never really sought 
to find a wide variety of clothes. 

Emily likes to purchase things that have a different look (a varied life).  

Fran loves a treasure hunt and browsing through the shelves of charity shops and TK Maxx to see what she can find (a varied 
life). 

Self-
direction 

 

David likes wearing something unusual, sometimes a bit overdone or eccentric (independent). 

Emily likes to purchase things that have a different look (creativity, independent).  

Jeremy chooses different cycle brands in order to stand out from the crowd (independent, choosing own goals, self-respect).  

Hedonism Beth finds herself responding emotionally to well-designed retail environments and that the rush to make impulse purchases 
(pleasure) despite her conflicting ethical beliefs. 

Fran has always loved nosing around charity shops and coming across amazing bargains (pleasure). 

Iona has a love-affair with certain brands and adores the quality, fabric and cut of high-end clothes, and she derives a certain 
satisfaction from browsing for clothes and getting a bargain (pleasure, enjoying life). 

Jeremy derives pleasure from buying and wearing high performing branded cycling apparel whilst riding his bike in the UK 
and on holidays in Europe (pleasure, enjoying life). 

Self 
enhancement 

Power Anton looks for clothes that will distinguish him from other people (social recognition). 

Claire seeks work clothes, including dresses, that reflect her level of responsibility despite her newness in the role (authority, 
social recognition). 

David seeks clothes that look interesting, including suits for lecturing (social recognition, preserving my public image). 

Fran is uncomfortable with the high value placed on status in the country where she has lived for much of the last decade, 
and about how this is reinforced through conspicuous consumption of luxury clothes and brands, but confesses to buying a 
fake handbag and fashion items to maintain her status (wealth, preserving my public image, social recognition). 
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Value 
Clusters  

Value Types  Individual Values 

Gwen finds she has to buy work clothes regularly to ensure it does not look like she is wearing the same thing all the time 
(preserving my public image, social recognition). 

Jeremy believes looking good is critical in the cycling community and is keen to be seen wearing the appropriate fashions and 
brands, including ethically sourced Cycology gear (social recognition) but expresses unease that this has led him to 
overconsume. 

Achievement Beth sometimes buys clothes as a reward for achieving a personal goal (successful) but is uneasy that this conflicts with her 
beliefs relating to protecting the environment.  

Claire and David seek work clothes that reflect their academic achievement at a relatively young age (successful, capable, 
influential, intelligent, self-respect) 

Jeremy keeps old tour shirts as a reminder of past personal successes and his competence as a cyclist (capable, successful, 
self-respect). 

 


