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1. Introduction
The fashion industry has been experiencing the issue of sustainability, where retailers are putting pressure on minimizing waste. In spite of the research conducted on textile production, labour practices, garment recycling and circular fashion, packaging is also included in the customer experience. Shopping bags, labels and return packages, delivery boxes can all impact the way customers rate the environmental commitment, authenticity and reputation of a brand.
The opposite cases are H&M and Zara as both organisations are recognised fast-fashion companies with sustainability programmes (Papadopoulou et al., 2022). Some of the measures that have been introduced by their parent companies include limiting the use of plastic packaging, recycling more and discouraging the use of unnecessary shopping-bags. Nevertheless, such initiatives do not necessarily lead to positive responses. Customers might appreciate recyclable, biodegradable, reusable or less packaging, but wonder about its quality and longevity, convenience and environmental integrity.
Green brand image, trust, perceived value and purchase intention can be boosted by sustainable packaging which can be used to indicate corporate responsibility (Lekesiztürk and Oflaç, 2022). Its impact will be determined by whether the customers consider it as being functional, transparent and coherent with broader brand practices. Where environmental assertions seem ambiguous or not fitting the fast-fashion paradigm, the packaging efforts can potentially generate suspicion and greenwashing claims.
[bookmark: _Toc235787618]1.1 Rationale of the Study
The use of sustainable packaging is now a significant element that affects the consumer ratings towards fashion brands. Despite the sustainability programs initiated by H&M and Zara, there is a paucity of research that elucidates the particular impact of packaging on customer trust, brand image and purchase behaviour. The proposed research is thus warranted to generalise the existing evidence and elucidate how sustainable packaging influences customer perceptions in fast-fashion environments. Fashion and retail research is currently divided into pieces of knowledge. Very little research compares directly the effect of sustainable packaging on the customer perception of H&M and Zara. A systematic literature review is thus required to summarize evidence, compare the results and show gaps in research.
[bookmark: _Toc235787619]1.2 Research Aim
The aim of the study is to conduct a systematic review and synthesise evidence of the impact of sustainable packaging on customer perception towards H&M and Zara.
[bookmark: _Toc235787620]1.3 Research Objectives
· To systematically review sustainable packaging and customer perception in the clothing industry.
· To assess sustainable packaging practices and attributes related to H&M and Zara.
· To compare differences in customer perception between H&M and Zara about adopting sustainable packaging.
· To examine sustainable packaging impacts on customer purchase intention, willingness to pay and customer loyalty.
[bookmark: _Toc235787621]1.4 Research Questions
· [bookmark: _heading=h.fijt7k9ycujp]What does the existing literature explain regarding the relationship between sustainable packaging and customer perception in the clothing industry?
· Which sustainable packaging practices and attributes do H&M and Zara have?
· What are the differences in customer perceptions on H&M and Zara in terms of using sustainable packaging?
· What impact does sustainable packaging have on customer purchase intention, willingness to pay and customer loyalty?
[bookmark: _Toc235787622]2. Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc235787623]2.1 Theme 1: Sustainable Packaging Practices and Credibility
Customers can be reinforced with sustainable packaging as the brands embrace recyclable, reusable, paper-based, and reduced-material packaging. Jestratijevic and Vrabič-Brodnjak (2022) discovered that most fashion companies had already implemented such practices, which indicated visible environmental development in international markets on a global scale. Badhwar et al. (2024), however, caution that claims of sustainable packaging can turn into greenwashing when the terminology is ambiguous, selective or unsubstantiated. Thus, the enhancement of packaging has the greatest chances of being credible when brands offer certification, quantifiable evidence and transparent descriptions instead of just the use of appealing environmental messages.
[bookmark: _Toc235787624]2.2 Theme 2: Purchase Intention and Customer Value
Sustainable packaging has the potential to positively affect the purchase intention by raising the perceived value and environmental concern. Duarte et al. (2024) discovered that positive attitudes and willingness to pay were significant motivators to buying choices. Studies by Plotkina et al. (2025) however reveal that the benefits are not automatic as there is depreciation of customer responses due to the handling of effort. This is an indication that H&M and Zara need to balance the environment with convenience, functionality and affordability otherwise customers would be willing to support sustainable packaging in theory, but with no significant difference in their actual purchasing behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc235787625]2.3 Theme 3: Green Brand Image and Greenwashing Risk
The green brand image can link the sustainable packaging to the higher customer trust and readiness to pay. Plotkina et al. (2025) discovered that biodegradable, recyclable and reusable packaging enhanced behavioural intentions by a more positive green brand image. Conversely, Lu et al. (2022) reported that perceived greenwashing decreased purchase intention and enhanced environmental and financial risk perceptions. Hence, packaging only helps to enhance a brand value when there are environmental claims which are seen to be genuine, consistent, transparent and which are supported by broader corporate sustainability practices over time in a clear manner.
[bookmark: _Toc235787626]2.4 Theme 4: Consumer Awareness and Fast-Fashion Scepticism
Customer consciousness may impose on fashion brands to be more responsible in terms of sustainability communications. Li et al. (2025) discovered that social-media users were more proactive at questioning false environmental statements and seeking transparency, which means that consumers are more empowered and accountable to the community as well. Nonetheless, Diaz-Bustamante-Ventisca et al. (2025) discovered that there was a broad scepticism toward the fast-fashion sustainability communication, especially among the customers with environmental concerns. This implies that H&M and Zara are under heavy scrutiny of the public and a negative or vague packaging statement can easily create distrust, criticism and negative electronic word of mouth online among customers.
[bookmark: _heading=h.kxv474w2xgfc][bookmark: _Toc235787627]2.5 Theme 5: The Sustainable Packaging Practices and Attributes Related to H&M and Zara
Sustainable packaging is a key area of concern in fashion sustainability, and it is impacting customer judgment of brand accountability. According to Akude et al., (2026), fashion companies are moving towards recyclable, minimized-material and novel packaging designs to enhance their environmental performance. Nevertheless, Free et al., (2025) claim that these efforts can lead to issues of greenwashing when claims of sustainability are not transparent, supported or repeatedly demonstrated. Thus, the packaging strategies of H&M and Zara could positively influence customer perception only in case the sustainability practices are justified by credibility and trust.
2.6 The Differences in Customer Perception between H&M and Zara about Adopting Sustainable Packaging
The difference in brand image, perceived authenticity, sustainability communication, and customer perceptions of sustainable packaging in H&M and Zara may lead to differences in customer perceptions of sustainable packaging between the two companies. As Javed et al. (2024) emphasized, consumers are more inclined to evaluate fast-fashion brands based on their environmental promises, and sustainable packaging can enhance the perception of brand responsibility. Nevertheless, Policarpo et al., (2023) discovered that trust can be decreased by consumer scepticism towards claims about fast-fashion sustainability. As such, transparent and credible packaging practices are critical in responding positively to customers. 
2.7 The Sustainable Packaging Impact on Customer Purchase Intention, Willingness to Pay and Brand Loyalty of Zara and H&M
The packaging can influence customer purchase intention, willingness to pay and loyalty through sustainable packaging that enhances the perceived value and environmental trust. Kozik-Kołodziej, (2026) showed that the attributes of sustainable packaging have a positive effect on consumer attitude, perceived value, and buying behavior. Nevertheless, Salomone (2023) observed that the perception of greenwashing in the sustainability efforts of fast-fashion can decrease the purchase intention and the trust. So, the sustainable packaging of H&M and Zara should be transparent and credible to create long-term customer loyalty.
[bookmark: _Toc235787628]2.6 Literature Gap
Though sustainable packaging may enhance the perceived value and purchase intention, available information is still scattered. Duarte et al. (2024) and Plotkina, Rabeson and Bambauer-Sachse (2025) discuss the overall consumer reactions and not H&M and Zara in particular. The primary focus of fashion-related research by Badhwar et al. (2024) and Diaz-Bustamante-Ventisca et al. (2025) is greenwashing and communication. Moreover, the Salomone (2023) study revealed the risks of greenwashing but failed to compare the impact of sustainability-related claims on customer trust among various fashion retailers. Despite the study by Javed et al. (2024), which examines sustainability communication in fast fashion, the particular aspect of packaging as a perception factor in customers has not been thoroughly investigated. As a result, there is a lack of direct studies that report the comparison between the impact of sustainable packaging and customer perceptions and trust and behavioural intentions to H&M and Zara, and hence the need to conduct this systematic review of brands. 
2.7 Theoretical Framework: The Expectancy-Disconfirmation Model
The Expectancy-Disconfirmation Model is the model that describes the process of how customers judge brand performance by comparing actual experience with their expectations (Wirtz and Lovelock, 2017). During this research, customers will evaluate the sustainability of the packaging practices of H&M and Zara against their expectations in connection to environmental practices. Customers will build positive perceptions, trust and loyalty when their expectations are met. Nevertheless, the lack of expectations or false promises can lead to dissatisfaction and a decrease in brand credibility.
[image: ]
Figure: The Expectancy-Disconfirmation Model
(Source: Wirtz and Lovelock, 2017)
The model assists in understanding how customers rate the sustainability of packaging in H&M and Zara through a comparison of the sustainability expectations with the real experiences of the packaging, which affects the trust and loyalty. It might not however be able to comprehensively capture other influences on customer perception like greenwashing issues, brand reputation and environmental consciousness. The Expectancy-Disconfirmation Model is beneficial as it offers a clear way of how customers may compare their expectations of sustainable packaging based on their actual experiences, which can be used to predict satisfaction, trust and loyalty. However, the model is restricted by the fact that it may not be comprehensive in capturing other influencing factors in customer perception, including environmental awareness, brand reputation, price sensitivity, and perceived greenwashing.

[bookmark: _Toc235787629]3. Methodology 
[bookmark: _Toc235787630]3.1 Research Design and Justification
This paper will be a systematic literature review on secondary evidence. The use of an SLR is justified by the fact that the research questions demand the clear identification, analysis and synthesis of research instead of data gathering (Cabrera and Cabrera, 2023). It diminishes selective usage of literature by using explicit and reproducible processes. PRISMA 2020 will direct reporting, and the dissertation will consist of a flow diagram encompassing identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc235787631]3.2 Research Approach 
The research is qualitative based on a systematic literature review. The method is suitable since it allows the interpretation, comparison and synthesis of the existing literature on the topic of sustainable packaging, customer perception and fast-fashion branding (Javed et al., 2024). The study will not collect numerical data; instead, the patterns, meanings, themes and relationships across studies will be identified.
[bookmark: _Toc235787632]3.3 Sampling Technique 
Approximately 20-25 full-text, peer-reviewed articles will be selected based on purposive sampling and will be related to sustainable packaging, customer perception, H&M and Zara and fast-fashion branding (Obilor, 2023). The final figure will be based on database findings and PRISMA screening. The predefined criteria will be relevance, accessibility, publication period, methodology and customer-related outcomes, due to which the studies will be retained.
[bookmark: _Toc235787633]3.4 Data Collection 
Scopus, Web of science, science direct, emerald insight and Proquest will be searched. Forward citations and reference lists will also be verified to find any other relevant studies. The query will be a combination of sustainable packaging, customer outcomes and fashion-sector ideas and will be done with the help of the Boolean operators.
	Concept
	Boolean Search Terms

	Sustainable packaging
	“sustainable packaging” OR “green packaging” OR “eco-friendly packaging” OR “recyclable packaging” OR “biodegradable packaging” OR “reusable packaging” OR “packaging reduction”

	Customer outcomes
	“consumer perception” OR “customer perception” OR “brand image” OR “brand trust” OR authenticity OR greenwashing OR “purchase intention” OR “willingness to pay” OR loyalty

	Industry and brands
	“H&M” OR “Hennes and Mauritz” OR Zara OR Inditex OR “fast fashion” OR fashion OR apparel OR clothing


Table 2: Boolean Search Table
(Source: Self-created)
Three groups of concepts will be linked with the help of ‘AND’. Stage one will pinpoint the studies that specifically refer to H&M, Zara or Inditex. Stage two will also capture broader fashion-retail packaging research which will contextualise constrained brand-specific findings.
	Criterion
	Inclusion
	Exclusion

	Publication period
	2019–2026
	Before 2019, except seminal theory

	Language
	Studies published in English
	Studies published in languages other than English

	Accessibility
	Full-text articles available for review
	Abstract-only records or inaccessible full texts

	Publication type
	Peer-reviewed journal articles
	Blogs, editorials, opinion pieces, news articles and unsupported commentary

	Research focus
	Studies examining sustainable, recyclable, biodegradable, reusable or reduced packaging
	Studies discussing sustainability without addressing packaging

	Outcomes
	Studies reporting customer perceptions, brand image, trust, purchase intention, willingness to pay or loyalty
	Technical packaging studies without customer or behavioural outcomes

	Industry context
	Studies relating to H&M, Zara, Inditex, fashion, clothing, apparel or relevant retail settings
	Industrial, manufacturing or business-to-business studies unrelated to fashion retail

	Research design
	Quantitative, qualitative and mixed-method empirical studies
	Studies providing insufficient methodological information


	Corporate evidence
	Corporate studies containing transparent methods and customer data, used cautiously
	Corporate promotional claims without supporting research methods or evidence


Table 3: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
[bookmark: _heading=h.2f9gf2yel4s6](Source: Self Developed)
[bookmark: _Toc235787634]3.5 Data Analysis Technique 
The thematic analysis will be utilised in the study to analyse the selected articles. The appropriate results will be coded and categorized into common themes such as sustainable packaging practices, customer perception, green brand image, purchase intention, trust and greenwashing. The themes will be then compared across the studies to find patterns, differences and research gaps. This approach is suitable as it allows to systematically interpret and synthesize various qualitative and quantitative results (Braun and Clarke, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc235787635]3.6 Screening, Quality Appraisal and Synthesis
The records will be exported to reference-management software and duplicates will be eliminated. Full-text assessment will involve title and abstract screening and exclusion reasons will be recorded. JBI tools will be used to determine the relevance of the studies, their trustworthiness and possible bias.
The study context, design, sample, packaging characteristics, variables, findings and limitations will be documented in a standardised extraction table. Since one should anticipate a high level of methodological variation, narrative and thematic synthesis will be employed, rather than meta-analysis. Coding will be done separately to H&M and Zara.
[bookmark: _Toc235787636]3.7 Ethical Considerations
The research employs publicly available secondary data and has no participants. The ethical approval will also be sought as necessary. The records will be kept safely in the OneDrive of the university. The integrity in academics will be upheld by proper citation, disclosed reporting and segregation of corporate claims with independent evidence (Zhaksylyk et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc235787637]4. Expected findings 
The review is likely to demonstrate that the environmental credibility, green brand image, and consumer loyalty can be reinforced through sustainable packaging provided that the consumers comprehend and believe the packaging claims. Other features like recyclability, less plastic consumption, reusable formats and clear guidance to disposal can enhance purchase intentions due to a signalling of environmental responsibility and value. The reaction, however, can be based on the functionality of the packaging, the looks, convenience, cost and the environmental awareness of the customers. Attitude-behaviour gap could persist, where consumers like sustainable packaging, but they still favour affordability, quality of the product or convenience. Brand trust is anticipated to support positive responses, and perceived greenwashing can decrease the credibility and the willingness to buy. The same trends can appear in the case of H&M and Zara, but the lack of direct comparative data can limit the firm conclusions between the two brands.
[bookmark: _Toc235787638]5. Limitations 
This review can be biased in the sense that it can omit evidence, since it is restricted to English-language publications. Publication bias can be biased towards positive or statistically significant results. Comparability can be diminished by differences in the definitions of packaging or customer measures, national contexts and research designs. A number of studies evaluate purchase intentions as opposed to actual behaviour and the direct H&M-Zara comparisons could be few. A single-researcher screening can result in judgement bias, but a protocol, predefined criteria, decision logs and repeated checks will enhance consistency. 
[bookmark: _Toc235787639]6. Conclusion 
The proposal describes a viable systematic literature review on the role of sustainable packaging in the perception of H&M and Zara. To meet the research aim, required data sources will be collected using PRISMA guidance, pre-determined eligibility criteria, quality appraisal and thematic synthesis. The study will distinguish between independent evidence and corporate claims and identification of the packaging practices influencing trust, purchase intention and loyalty and make practical recommendations to use credible packaging strategies. 
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