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[bookmark: _Toc234180647]Introduction and Background
UK fast fashion has expanded at a tremendous rate by involving low prices, ease of access to new trends and a high frequency of product launches. But this business model harbours serious environmental and social issues too (Lee, Bae and Kim, 2020). There are two reasons for this: short life cycles make people want to replace their products, and produce large volumes, which lead to waste, pollution and demands for greater efforts among workers. After all, it is something consumers, regulators, and campaign groups now expect worldwide fashion retailers to become more responsible with, and very open and transparent about.
As a consequence, many fast fashion brands showcase recycled products, ethical sourcing, eco-labelling, take-back schemes, repair centres and also circular fashion initiatives. Ray and Nayak (2023) stress the importance of these strategies to make a brand look modern, responsible and trusted. But on the other hand, sustainable marketing can give rise to some uncertainties when claims are not specific, conscious and/or substantiated. In fast fashion, there is a mismatch between the concept of sustainable development and the emphasis placed on speed and volume, combined with a continuous need for consumption (Chun et al., 2021).
Prior studies have largely concentrated on consumer attitudes, intentions to buy or specific sustainability campaigns. There has been less focus on the difference between the kinds of messages controlled by brands and critiques from media, NGOs and other independent critics. This research aims to fill the gap by making comparisons across the five retailers in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc234180648]Research Problem
The research problem is that in the context of fast fashion brands, sustainability claims are becoming increasingly prevalent, while how this influences their brand image remains uncertain (Neumann, Martinez and Martinez, 2021). Some claims can gain trust and provide consumers with clear indications of responsibility. Still others can erode trustworthiness when they look like they are glossing over over-production, inadequate transparency or substandard labour practices. Kim and Oh (2020) discovered that green/environmentally friendly words can reinforce sustainable brand imagery, but marketing and campaigns can also indicate some degree of greenwashing. This indicates that communication about sustainability can boost value...and suspicion. Most studies rely on questionnaires or address the intentions of consumers (Neumann, Martinez and Martinez, 2021). There is less information about secondary textual evidence (sustainability reports, press releases, media articles and NGO reports). The present research paper is an attempt to look at the comparison between brand-controlled communication and external criticism of the same in five fast fashion stores of the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc234180649]Research Aim
To examine how sustainable marketing influences brand image in the UK fast fashion retail industry using secondary data.
[bookmark: _Toc234180650]Research Objectives
· To identify the main sustainable marketing strategies used by UK fast fashion retail brands.
· To analyse how sustainable marketing shapes brand image, customer trust and brand reputation.
· To evaluate the challenges and criticisms, including greenwashing, that affect the credibility of sustainable marketing in UK fast fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc234180651]Research Questions
· What sustainable marketing strategies are used by UK fast fashion retail brands?
· How does sustainable marketing influence brand image, customer trust and brand reputation?
· How do greenwashing concerns and ethical criticisms affect the credibility of sustainable marketing in UK fast fashion?
[bookmark: _Toc234180652]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc234180653]Sustainable marketing in fashion
Sustainable marketing means marketing activities that express social, environmental and economic responsibility and set the value of customers and brands. This applies to green fabrics, reuse, minimal packaging, sustainable collection and recycling in fashion (Adamkiewicz et al., 2022). Sustainable fashion marketing is essential because sustainable fashion has an impact on climate change, waste and unsustainable consumption, say Ray and Nayak (2023). From their review, they also find that a significant amount of research centres on consumer behaviour, purchase behaviour, and the attitude-behaviour gap. This is helpful, but may be too consumer-focused. An analysis of brand claims and public criticism, and industry structures are also necessary to address fast fashion sustainability. Jung, Kim and Kim (2020) agree that sustainable marketing activities involve economic, social, environmental and cultural aspects. The process they have studied shows that sustainable marketing can enhance the brand image, trust, satisfaction and loyalty. This lends evidence to the notion that sustainability can be a source of reputation (Atik and Ozdamar Ertekin, 2023). But because they are studying fashion markets, that does not translate into such speedy fashion directly. Fast fashion brands are receiving greater condemnation since that is the basis of their entire business model: high volume and rapid turnover. Hence, sustainable marketing in this sector must be evaluated in a more critical light.
[bookmark: _Toc234180654]Sustainable marketing strategies and brand image
The mainstream of research holds that sustainable marketing is able to improve the image of the brand if the environmental promise is accessible, pertinent and backed up. According to Majeed et al. (2022), eco-labelling, green products, packaging, prices, and brand are ways in which green brand image can be improved. Yet, there are cautions to note about using these tools together and getting the desired effect, as cautioned by Olson (2022). Wider environmental costs can be concealed in a campaign with the focus on one improvement. These studies, combined, demonstrate that visibility brings attention; credibility gives brands the positive attention it needs.
This is even more of a concern in fast fashion. Kim and Oh (2020) discovered that the eco-friendly fabrics provided a strong association with sustainable fashion image amongst consumers. Their findings corroborate Majeed et al. (2022), who found that infotainment at the product level can form positive associations. Kim and Oh, however, also discovered that marketing- and campaign-related words might create a risk of being detected as greenwashing. This leads to the notion of good intentions going wrong when there aren't matching actions for the same, as argued by Olson (2022). Thus, sustainable marketing is conditionally offered in the literature. Consistent and clear evidence will lead to a more positive view of the brand, but selective claims may lead to a more negative view. The comparison needs to be done independently.
[bookmark: _Toc234180655]Brand image, trust and reputation
Although similar in some aspects, brand image, trust and reputation are not actually the same concept. Brand image is connected to a brand; trust is related to honesty and reliability. Reputation is built over broader and more enduring stakeholder evaluations. Jung et al. (2020) associate sustainable marketing with a rise in brand image, brand trust, brand satisfaction and brand loyalty. In the same manner, Jia et al. (2023) demonstrate how behaviour can be impacted by sustainability marketing via a brand image. Both studies indicate that sustainability messages serve as signals of responsibility, even if the focus of their study was hotels.
Nevertheless, Garcia-Ortega et al. (2023) doubt the character of positive signage in the context of fast fashion. Leading them to say that a business model that relies on quick production and high consumption can't be addressed by some small sustainability fixes. Their placement conflicts with the more positive relationships that have been reported by Jung, Kim and Kim (2020) and Jia et al. (2023). It implies that trust is not just about the message but also about how it's backed up by business practices in general. The studies indicate that claims can go a long way towards fostering trust, but that inaction or misaligned practices can erode brand trust and reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc234180656]Greenwashing and credibility
Greenwashing is amongst the toughest obstacles to sustainable marketing. Ray and Nayak (2023) stipulate that greenwashing is exaggerated environmental claims that are false or without much supporting evidence. They also caution against the use of ambiguous terms like green or fair, as they could cast the halo of sustainability without sufficient proof (Papasolomou, Melanthiou and Tsamouridis, 2023). This is relevant in the context of fast fashion, as it might indicate that a brand is marketing a few sustainable ranges while still churning out huge productions. According to Kim and Oh (2020), greenwash is defined as when companies pass false information about green practices or product benefits. They also add that the way companies selectively disclose positive information related to the environment can help to create a better image. This starts to pose a credible problem. There may be a fall in consumer trust if they think that a brand is utilising sustainability just as a marketing tool (Policarpo et al., 2023). So, greenwashing is not necessarily cut off from brand image. It is one of the criteria to measure a brand image. In this study, greenwashing will serve to critically assess this dichotomy between claims and evidence alongside external criticism of the claims.
[bookmark: _Toc234180657]Research Gap
This study has three gaps as its guide for objectives. Firstly, previous studies tend to focus largely on surveys and interviews, and statistical models with little secondary textual evidence. Objective one seeks to tackle this gap and to identify sustainable marketing strategies through brand reports, websites, campaigns and independent sources (Cho, Ko and Borenstein, 2024). Second, much of the existing evidence is not focused on the UK fast fashion retail industry. Objective two does so by looking at five retailers who operate in the UK and their relationships with sustainable marketing and how this affects brand, trust and reputation (Policarpo et al., 2023). Thirdly, previous research tends to distinguish the positive impact on branding because the message is sustainable and the greenwashing attack (Garcia-Ortega et al., 2023). Objective three rehearses this by investigating the influence of greenwashing concerns as well as the external criticism of sustainable marketing on the credibility of sustainable marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc234180658]Research Methodology
The Research Onion model will be followed in this study. This model is useful in providing a step-by-step explanation of the research choices ranging from philosophy to data analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). It also helps to direct the methodology towards the aim and questions.
[bookmark: _Toc234180659]Research Philosophy
The paradigm of the research will be interpretivism. It's acceptable because it's meanings, communication and reputation that the study is about. Language, Reports, campaigns, and Public Judgement influence Brand image (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Interpretivism enables the researcher to look into the way brands position sustainable marketing and the way it is interpreted or questioned by other sources.
[bookmark: _Toc234180660]Research Approach
It will be an inductive method of research. The study will NOT examine a predetermined hypothesis. Rather, it will read and code secondary texts to look for patterns. It's appropriate for a debatable issue (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). An inductive approach allows for unexpected findings that might emerge, as in the case of the incongruity of the affordable and sustainable.
[bookmark: _Toc234180661]Research Strategy
A multiple-case study will be used as the research strategy (Yin, 2018). ASOS, Boohoo, Primark, H&M and Zara are the five cases. Not all of these stores are UK-based, but each of them has a huge impact on the fast fashion scene in the UK. They communicate and raise public awareness on sustainability issues and practices (Yin, 2018). A comparison of these will show common elements like recycled materials, circular fashion schemes, but also essential divergence in their claims, their business model and their greenwashing risks.
[bookmark: _Toc234180662]Research Design
This study will be qualitative, secondary and cross-sectional. It will be qualitative as it will be dealing with words, meanings and themes. It will be secondary. No new data of participants will be collected (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). It will be 'cross-sectional' in that it will be on materials that are current and recent. Interviews/surveys/questionnaires or quantitative statistical analysis will not be used.
[bookmark: _Toc234180663]Data Collection Method
Secondary data will be taken from company reports, official websites, articles in the media, industry reports and publications of NGOs. Sources will be used from publications published between 2020 and 2026, and primarily English, publicly accessible, relevant to the UK market, and directly to the chosen retailers/idea for research (Rashid et al., 2019). Far from being included, sources will be excluded if they are repeated, not up to date, if they have no connection with the topic, if there is no technical support for using them, if the identity of the author or the organisation is unclear. Independent sources will be used to fairly and critically evaluate brand claims.
[bookmark: _Toc234180664]Data Analysis Method: Braun and Clarke’s Six-Step Thematic Analysis
Data will be analysed through thematic analysis (TA) using the 6 phase Method of (Naeem et al., 2023). The researcher will first read texts carefully, making careful observations, and then remove the texts. Secondly, valuable data parts will be coded. Recycled materials, circular fashion, ethical sourcing, transparency, trust and reputation and greenwashing will be only starting points or sensitising concepts (Naeem et al., 2023). They will be used to direct the interest, but will not be taken as a set of instructions. New codes will be created where important patterns arose from the data.
Thirdly, the related codes will be clustered into potential themes. Fourthly, these themes will be compared with the coded extracts and entire dataset (Naeem et al., 2023). Themes can vary across retailers and do not have to be the same in all retailers. Finally, each theme will be given a definition and name. Lastly, findings will be written with the evidence brought from the five cases. The analysis will primarily aim to capture explicit content (Naeem et al., 2023). It also assumes responsibility, consumption and credibility. This will be an iterative process designed to maintain the analysis inductive and evidence-based.
[bookmark: _Toc234180665]Expected Contributions
The publication of the study will also be of academic value, as it demonstrates that sustainable marketing is not necessarily a positive effect on brand image. It's based on credibility, evidence and consistency (Snyder, 2019). It will also do much to build trust with fast fashion brands who rely on sustainability statements that are not specific or clear. The study will be beneficial for students as they will learn how to analyse brand image without conducting any kind of primary research and how to perform thematic analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc234180666]Ethical Considerations
There is low risk of harm to humans in the study. But there is a need for ethical care. All sources will be referenced appropriately. The study won't be based on unverifiable claims and will distinguish between facts, criticism reported and interpretation by the researcher (Snyder, 2019). This is significant as it is a sensitive topic that could impact brand reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc234180667]Limitations
The primary drawback of using secondary data is that it cannot directly record the fresh views of consumers. The study also concentrates on 5 brands, which does not reflect the entire fashion industry (Snyder, 2019). But the intention is not generalisation about the statistics. The goals are depth, comparison and critical understanding.
[bookmark: _Toc234180668]Research Timeline
[image: ] 
[bookmark: _Toc234180669]Conclusion
This proposal aims to discuss a secondary study which will be qualitative in the field of sustainable marketing and brand image in the UK fast fashion. It has been demonstrated in the literature that sustainability can help build the image, trust and reputation of an organisation when the claims are credible (Ronda, 2024). This credibility is harder to achieve in the fast fashion industry due to the criticism that overproduction, waste and ethical challenges are elements of the business model. In the dissertation, the five case studies will be compared with the independent criticism using Braun and Clarke's thematic analysis. This will create a critical understanding of the effect of sustainable marketing on the image of a brand in fast fashion within the UK.
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