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[bookmark: _Toc231129867]1. Introduction
Fashion production, consumption and disposal are significant environmental and social pressures, making sustainability a key concern in the fashion industry. The fashion value chain is demanding significant amounts of water, chemicals, energy and raw materials, and the short life cycle of fashion makes for more frequent purchases and increased textile waste. The impacts of these have been exacerbated by the emergence of fast fashion, making clothes more affordable, more trendy and more disposable, according to Niinimäki et al. (2020). It is especially relevant in the UK where there is a large consumption of clothes. According to WRAP (2024), the UK consumption of new textile products has reverted to pre-pandemic levels, having bounced back to 1.42 million tonnes in 2022, and the average price of each clothing item is still low. This indicates sustainability is not just a production problem, it is also a consumer behaviour problem.
There is also greater public and regulatory pressure on the UK fashion market. The House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee (2019) called for a more sustainable approach to the way clothes are made, worn and disposed of and reported that the UK has the largest consumption of clothes per person in Europe. More recently, the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA, 2024a) also provided specific guidance for fashion businesses as the use of vague terms like green, eco-friendly and sustainable can mislead consumers if not clear, accurate and backed up with evidence. These developments illustrate that sustainability practices can indeed affect the consumer trust, brand image and purchasing, however only when consumers can understand and believe the claims made.
For this research, the term sustainability practices denotes the activities that fashion brands are undertaking to minimize environmental and social damage. These involve the adoption of sustainable or recycled materials, ethical production, clear information about products, long-lasting fashion, and repair, re-sale and/or recycling. Consumer buying behaviour is the manner in which consumers select, buy, switch brands of, recommend and pay attention to fashion products during buying decisions. The study is conducted on UK fashion consumers as their buying decisions directly impact on the demand for sustainable fashion products, which can in turn influence the retailers to enhance their practices.
[bookmark: _Toc231129868]1.1 Research Problem and Gap
The main research problem is that whilst sustainability is now present in UK fashion branding, the extent to which these practices impact on consumer purchasing behaviour is unclear. While many consumers claim to be interested in purchasing products that are ethical and environmental, they are often influenced by price, style, convenience, habit and uncertainty about green claims. This is called attitude-behaviour gap. However, the ethical purchase intentions do not necessarily translate into actual buying behaviour as consumers also have to overcome situational barriers at the point of purchase as explained by Carrington, Neville and Whitwell (2010). McNeill and Moore (2015) noticed a similar issue in the fashion industry, where consumers may want to buy sustainable fashion, yet opt for fast fashion due to its low price and being fashionable and available.
Recent studies have confirmed that barriers to sustainable fashion behaviour include higher price, lack of knowledge, scepticism, availability and effort to seek sustainable alternatives (Schiaroli, Fraccascia and Dangelico, 2024). This is relevant to the UK context. They are also faced with an increasing number of sustainability claims, but the CMA's action on greenwashing demonstrates that not all of these claims are trusted or comprehensible (CMA, 2024b). Although there are some existing studies that provide useful evidence on sustainable clothing and green purchase behaviour, many of these studies have been conducted on general green products, on purchase intention rather than buying behaviour and on non-UK samples (Germany and other European markets) (Jacobs et al., 2018; Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018; Sharma, Aswal and Paul, 2023). Hence, the need for a UK fashion study that is more focused and uses a simple and valid model to test the direct link between perceived sustainability practice and consumer buying behaviour.
The gap is specific – the study does not attempt to explain all the psychological aspects of sustainable consumption. Rather, it looks as if the sustainability measures that consumers see within fashion brands make an impact on their purchasing habits. This makes the project suitable for a dissertation, as the topic is current, the model is focused and the data can be collected realistically via a consumer survey.
[bookmark: _Toc231129869]1.2 Research Aim
· The aim of this study is to examine the impact of sustainability practices on consumer buying behaviour in the UK fashion industry.
[bookmark: _Toc231129870]1.3 Research Objectives
· To examine how UK fashion consumers perceive sustainability practices used by fashion brands.
· To assess the relationship between perceived sustainability practices and consumer buying behaviour in the UK fashion industry.
· To identify which sustainability practice indicators, appear most relevant to consumers' fashion buying decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc231129871]1.4 Research Questions 
1. RQ1: What is the level of consumer perception of sustainability practices in the UK fashion industry?
2. RQ2: What is the relationship between perceived sustainability practices and consumer buying behaviour?
3. RQ3: Which sustainability practice indicators are most strongly associated with consumer buying behaviour?
[bookmark: _Toc231129872]2. Literature Review
The concept of sustainability in fashion is typically explored in relation to the way the product has been made in terms of environmental and social factors. Environmental practices involve reducing the impact of materials used, recycling, reducing waste, reducing carbon when producing products, and making products more durable. Social practices involve ethics in labour conditions, responsible sourcing and transparency of the supply chain. Those practices are closely related to the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 12: Responsible consumption and production (United Nations, 2015). WRAP (2024) also reveals the necessity for the UK textiles industry to alter the methods of clothing production, purchase, consumption and disposal. Thus, sustainability is not only about materials, but in a consumer-oriented way. It also encompasses the information consumers get regarding the fabrication of a garment and what happens to it after use.
The study of consumer buying behaviour in the context of fashion is complex since fashion is both functional and symbolic. The consumer can purchase garments for comfort, price, identity, trend, and social image and brand preference. However, when it comes to sustainable fashion, there's an additional consideration: environmental and ethical factors. Joshi and Rahman (2015) identified the motivators and barriers of green purchase behavior such as environmental concern, product value, trust and convenience. Sharma, Aswal and Paul (2023) further argue that awareness is not the only determinant of green buying behaviour as sometimes availability, affordability, and perceived benefits of the product influence the final decision.
Sustainable fashion literature indicates that there is not always a correlation between consumers supporting sustainability and purchasing sustainable fashion. The fast fashion conundrum, as McNeill and Moore (2015) explain, is that although people might want to be more sustainable, they still purchase fast fashion because it is more convenient, it fulfils a need for style, it is cheaper, and there are more options. However, Wiederhold and Martinez (2018) discovered that there is often an attitude-behaviour disconnect in the green apparel market due to product pricing, information, and product availability, as well as uncertainty about whether green apparel is truly superior. Jacobs et al. (2018) also discovered that having positive attitudes towards sustainable clothing does not necessarily mean that it translates to purchasing behaviour. These studies demonstrate that the proposed topic is not just a question of caring, but also a question of whether the sustainability efforts of fashion brands are robust and trustworthy enough to influence consumer purchasing.
This study is based on the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) developed by Ajzen (1991). The theory states that beliefs and evaluations about an action, social expectations and perceived control over the behaviour all affect behaviour. In this study the full TPB model is not used as the research model should be simple. The theory however still underpins the fundamental premise that favourable beliefs towards a brand's sustainability practices could lead consumers towards a greater predisposition to choose, prefer, or recommend the brand. This direct connection is further supported by the results of green purchase studies as perceived environmental responsibility and product credibility can impact consumer responses (Joshi and Rahman, 2015; Sharma, Aswal and Paul, 2023).
Meanwhile, there is a need for caution in the UK fashion landscape as sustainability claims can be baffling. The CMA (2024a) recommends that fashion companies be transparent, specific and accurate on their green claims, and discourages the use of general terms that could mislead consumers. This is relevant to the proposed model as consumers will be unlikely to change their purchasing behaviour if they do not know about the sustainability practices, if they are not sure about the practices or if they perceive them as marketing only. Hence, the study considers sustainability practices as perceived practices by the consumers and not just internal practices by the company.
[bookmark: _Toc231129873]2.1 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework is kept to a minimum. Perceived sustainability practices is independent variable while consumer buying behaviour is dependent variable. There is no mediator, moderator or extra independent variable. Sustainability practices will be assessed as a composite construct composed of the visible aspects of sustainability including sustainable materials, ethical production, transparency, durability and recycling. Consumer buying behaviour will be measured by purchase preference, purchase intention of sustainable fashion, brand switching, self-reported selection of sustainable options and recommendation behaviour.
Relationship is expected to be positive. It is believed that consumers' buying behaviour towards the fashion brand will be stronger if they believe the brand has credible sustainability practices. This relationship is in line with the literature on green purchase behaviour, and will be tested in the context of the UK fashion industry.
	Independent Variable
Perceived sustainability practices

Sustainable materials
Ethical production
Transparent green claims
Durability
Recycling or resale options
	Impact
	Dependent Variable
Consumer buying behaviour

Purchase preference
Purchase likelihood
Brand switching
Sustainable product selection
Recommendation


Figure 1: Conceptual framework. Source: Author's own work, developed from Ajzen (1991), Joshi and Rahman (2015), and McNeill and Moore (2015).
[bookmark: _Toc231129874]3. Methodology
The research will be quantitative in nature since it is intended to quantify the relationship between the variables of sustainability practices and consumer buying behaviour. It is appropriate to use a quantitative approach because the hypothesis can be examined using the numerical data from the survey and statistical analysis. The study will adopt a positivist research philosophy as the relationship between the variables will be able to be measured objectively through the responses of the respondents. A deductive approach will be used as the hypothesis is based on theory and literature prior to data collection (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The fashion consumers in the UK aged 18 and over will be the target population. This group is appropriate because adults are able to make their own decisions about what to wear and can consent to participate. Convenience and snowball sampling will be employed in the online networks, student groups and social media sharing. The target sample size will be 100-120 valid responses, with a minimum acceptable of 50 valid responses for basic quantitative analysis. This sample size is appropriate for the time available and is adequate for descriptive statistics, correlation and simple linear regression.
An online questioner will be used to gather data. This will be followed by a consent statement and screening question asking for confirmation that the person completing the form is 18 or over and lives in the UK. The second part will gather simple demographic data (age group, gender and shopping frequency). The third section will be based on statements regarding perceived sustainability practices on a five-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Example items will test the brands on sustainable materials, transparency on sustainability, ethical production, durability of clothing and recycling or re-sale. The fourth section will assess the consumer buying behaviour through the Likert scale items of preference, purchase likelihood, brand switching, sustainable product selection and recommendation.
A pilot test will be done with 5-10 respondents prior to the main data collection. The pilot will test the clarity of the questions, acceptability of the length of the survey, and the need for changes in wording. Once data has been collected, incomplete or invalid responses will be deleted. The data will be analysed using RGui 4.5.1. The sample and the responses on the variables will be summarised using descriptive statistics. Cronbach's alpha will be used to check the internal consistency of the Likert scale items. Pearson correlation will be used to determine the nature and strength of the relationship among the independent and dependent variables. Simple linear regression will be used to test the significance of the relationship between the perceived sustainability practices and consumer buying behaviour.
Interviews will not be used in the study due to the simple relationship to be tested and the fact that detailed personal stories are not desired. It will also not employ a complex structural equation model because the proposed dissertation is at an early research level and by only one independent variable and one dependent variable. The chosen method is thus implementable, understandable and fits in with the research objective.
[bookmark: _Toc231129875]3.1 Operationalisation of Variables
Table 1: Operationalisation of variables. Source: Author's own work.
	Variable
	Role in model
	Operational definition
	Example indicators

	Sustainability practices
	Independent variable
	Consumer perception of visible sustainability actions by fashion brands.
	Sustainable materials, ethical production, transparency, durability, repair, resale or recycling options.

	Consumer buying behaviour
	Dependent variable
	Self-reported consumer response when choosing fashion products or brands.
	Preference, purchase likelihood, sustainable product selection, switching to sustainable brands, recommendation.


[bookmark: _Toc231129876]3.2 Ethical Considerations
Basic research ethics will be followed in the study. The participation will be voluntary and the respondents will be told the purpose of the research before they begin answering the questionnaire. No participant will be required to answer any question and they will be able to drop out of the survey at any time before they submit it. The survey will not ask for names, e-mail addresses, phone numbers or any other direct identification information. Data will be kept safe and for academic purposes only.
Vulnerable participants will be avoided by using respondents 18 years and older. Low risk topic since it asks for consumer views and buying behaviour and not any type of sensitive personal experiences. Each answer will be presented in a group and no person shall be identifiable in the final dissertation.
[bookmark: _Toc231129877]3.3 Scope and Limitations
Only the UK fashion industry and adult consumers are the focus of the study. It does not make comparisons to the UK with other countries and not all possible psychological factors influencing buying behaviour are examined. Convenience sampling could have an impact on generalisability as the sample may not be representative of all UK consumers. There is also a possible response bias in using self-reported survey responses as individuals may think they are more sustainable than they really are. These restrictions are acceptable for the scope of the dissertation, but will be stated explicitly in the dissertation at the end.
It is a cross-sectional study, in which data will be gathered at a single time. This means that the results can indicate statistical association and statistical predictive effect but not a long-term causal change of purchasing behaviour. Nevertheless, the research can still yield valuable insights for fashion retailers, marketers and students in the field of sustainable consumer behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc231129878]4. Project Timescale
The dissertation will be completed through a staged process over 16 weeks. The first stage will focus on confirming the topic, aim, objectives and ethics form. The second stage will develop the literature review and conceptual framework. The third stage will finalise and pilot the questionnaire. The fourth stage will collect survey responses. The fifth stage will clean and analyse the data using RGui 4.5.1. The final stages will involve writing, editing, formatting and proofreading the dissertation.
Table 2: Proposed project timescale.
	Main Activities
	W1
	W2
	W3
	W4
	W5
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	W13
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	Develop literature review and conceptual framework
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	Prepare, pilot and finalise questionnaire
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	Collect survey responses
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	Clean data and analyse results using RGui 4.5.1
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	Write findings, discussion and conclusion
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	■
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	Edit, format, proofread and finalise dissertation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	■
	■
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[bookmark: _Toc231129880]Appendix A: Draft Questionnaire Outline
· Screening: I confirm that I am aged 18 or above and currently based in the UK.
· Demographics: age group, gender, shopping frequency and usual fashion shopping channel.
· Sustainability practices scale: I notice fashion brands using sustainable materials; I trust brands that provide clear sustainability information; I value ethical production; I prefer durable clothing; I value brands that offer repair, resale or recycling options.
· Consumer buying behaviour scale: Sustainability affects my choice of fashion brand; I am likely to buy from brands with strong sustainability practices; I would switch to a more sustainable fashion brand; I often choose sustainable options when available; I would recommend a fashion brand with credible sustainability practices.
