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Abstract

As the fast fashion paradigm continues to influence, industry players stand at a crossroads where sustainability efforts cross with the demands of production. This dissertation explores how fashion brands can leverage communication strategies to promote sustainability. Through this investigation, the research identifies critical avenues through which brand and consumer interests exist. In doing so it will highlight the challenges presented with communication strategies, and use ASOS, H&M and Primark to examine current sustainability efforts being made within the industry. 
By addressing these core issues head-on, the paper contributes to the broader dialogue on how the fast fashion industry can adapt to meet sustainability initiatives, consumer needs through a communication perspective. 
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1.0 [bookmark: _Toc178985720]Introduction


Fashion plays an integral role in today’s society, with the fashion sector significantly evolving its reach in the market, and how garments are produced (Sulliman & Kahn, 2017). Consequently, the issue of sustainability particularly from a fast fashion perspective has equally grown in prominence. While there is no set definition, across the fashion industry regarding this concept, from a societal perspective the area of sustainability considers environmentally conscious approaches, alongside fair trade and ethical considerations (Cervellon et al., 2010). Advocacy groups and associations, such as the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) established in 1998 have pushed for transparency in the production network. However, the fashion industry failed to make reasonable adjustments within their production process, until the industry experienced negative attention surrounding factory conditions, thus posing a risk to sales (Arrigo, 2020).

Consequently, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives were introduced to outline and review long-term goals to promote sustainability goals for fashion brands. This shift poses a challenge for many in the industry as they adapt to meet these evolving expectations for business practices (Cervellon et al., 2014). A significant challenge within the fashion industry is how well sustainability initiatives are communicated between fast fashion brands and the consumer (Lowe & Amery 2021). The lack of information provided to consumers and the increasing trend of 'greenwashing'; unclear communication to promote a brand’s sustainable image, fosters a lack of transparency between the fashion brands and the consumer. A Parliamentary ‘Interim Report on the Sustainability of the Fashion Industry’, (2019), addressed worries over labour practices by reviewing sixteen UK fashion brands and [image: A chart of a diagram

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]their environmental influence (Figure 1). 



















[bookmark: _Toc178986184][bookmark: _Toc178986551]Figure 1: Sustainability of the Fashion Industry’, (2019



Over the past decade, literature has highlighted the necessity for the fashion industry to uphold a more socially responsible, and environmental approach regarding the ever-present issue of sustainability. When exploring such issues, an emphasis is placed upon understanding the consumer buying behaviours and establishing a link between the motives of the consumer, in relation to their purchase decisions. Conversely, literature centred upon sustainable apparel appears limited in identifying how brands can make use of their findings from a consumer perspective, as a basis for overcoming behavioural barriers, where an essential driver is the design of appealing communication. 

[bookmark: _Toc178985721]1.2 Rationale, Aims & Objectives 

Fashion brands traditionally rely on communication channels, like sales staff and store signage to connect with customers; however digital platforms such as websites, emails and social media now provide opportunities for engaging with their audience (Stevens, 2015). Communication regarding sustainability varies widely showcasing approaches, at market levels to appeal to diverse consumer preferences. 
This study focuses on the importance of communication, in enhancing sustainability within the fashion industry by emphasizing the role of both consumers and fashion brands in this process. Digital advancements such as websites and social media have not accelerated the speed of fashion. Also offer a platform for fostering a sustainability dialogue, between brands and customers. The research will delve into why consumers buy fashion items and their concern, for sustainability, as how brands are striving to be more environmentally friendly to show how well these factors align with each other. Figure 1 reveals three of the most prominent fast fashion retailers, ASOS, Primark and H&M are identified as being from ‘engaged’, and therefore will be at the centre of this research, on the premise the brands are well established, have distinct personalities, and communicate in various ways, thereby allowing for various perspectives to be evaluated. The main objective of this study is to investigate:
1. Examine the communication practices of fast fashion brands, and the approaches taken surrounding sustainability within the consumer paradox. 

2. Target the consumer as a stakeholder, analysing how the consumer perceives a brand through their communication strategy. 

3. Appraise how brand identity is aligned in communicating sustainable consumption.

4. Assess the difference between brick and motor retailers, in comparison to online-only retailers, and the barriers associated with brands obtaining relevance for consumers in terms of fashion appeal, but also being perceived as credible, authentic, and striving to have a positive social and ecological impact

[bookmark: _Toc178985722]Chapter 2.0 Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc178520535][bookmark: _Toc178985723]2.2 Sustainability In The Fashion Industry
The term sustainability refers to the standard of practice set out to meet the needs of the present, whilst limiting environmental jeopardy for the future generation (Pezzey & Toman, 2017). This concept can be viewed as multidimensional, incorporating environmental, social, and economic aspects, fostering a holistic approach that can bring long-term viability (Clayton, 2018).   The United Nations (UN) formalised their environmental concerns, in putting forward the 2030 agenda for sustainable development. Here a set of eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), was developed as a blueprint to limit deprivation, preserve the climate and encourage [image: A list of goals and goals
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[bookmark: _Toc178986185][bookmark: _Toc178986552]Figure 2: United Nations 2030 Development Goals

In the context of the fashion industry, garment production has been outsourced to developing countries as a sourcing strategy employed to minimise costs. Despite technological advancements, each phase of the production cycle is dependent upon the 300 million garment factory workers employed within the industry (Aus et al., 2021). The relocation of production chains to countries that lack legislation, and protection offered for individuals working within the industry, highlights the social deprivation aspect associated with garment production. Manufacturing in these countries has enabled fashion companies to maintain low pricing structures offered to their consumers, thus from a business perspective protecting their margins (Peters and Lenzen, 2021). The MDG’s therefore can be viewed as reflective of the labour-intensive nature of garment production, the disparity between working conditions, and the challenges presented to these countries. According to (Clarke-Sather & Cobb, 2019), little awareness is offered outside of the fashion industry to the vast contributions required within the production process, to enable consumers to access the end product. Furthermore, (Bullon et al., 2017) highlight the three-tier supply chain involved within the apparel production sector.  The factory producing the garment is considered tier one, the factory supplying each element of the garment is considered tier two, and so forth, (Figure 3). Thus, highlighting the sheer scale involved within the manufacturing process, with many garment factories working simultaneously on more [image: ]than one order at a time (Akhter and Rutherford, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc178986186][bookmark: _Toc178986553]Figure 3: A section of a Three Tier supply chain for a denim jean, informed by O’loughlin, Staeheli and Greenberg, (2014).




Furthermore, the 2022 ILO survey revealed that across the fashion industry, cost was a higher priority than the conditions of workers. Further investigation, depicts the inadequacy in pay for workers within the garment production industry, with (Carlson and Bitsch, 2018) highlighting minimum wage fell well below the expected living wage. As of 2023, India’s minimum wage was just 19% of the living wage (Anner, 2020). In analysing the UN’s sustainable goals, and the growing concern surrounding sustainability issues, the element of cost remains the driving factor in determining order placements for fashion brands. 
To add further complexity, China considered the largest exporting country within the apparel industry, has a well-established garment infrastructure, enabling them to source locally. In contrast, countries such as Bangladesh and India which are key players in garment production, severely lack in such infrastructure, meaning they can only import textiles. Therefore, the difficulties in accounting for, and ensuring all areas of the supply chain are sourcing ethically become apparent, highlighting a globally fragmented supply chain (Baldwin and Freeman, 2021). A picture of the demands on the production process emerges, with price negotiations, small margins and short production times taking precedence within the industry. As the fast fashion paradigm continues to exert its influence, fashion brands stand at a crossroads where sustainability efforts coincide with persistent production demands. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985724]2.2.1 CSR

To thoroughly investigate the intersection of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), with communication dynamics, an examination of the core principles and real-world applications of this concept is required, Elkingtons Triple Bottom Line (TBL) which focuses on assessing a company’s environmental actions, forms a basis for modern CSR standards.  Although CSR initiatives are well-intentioned their execution often falls short of expectations raising concerns, about their efficacy (Gulati and Fink, 2022, pp.54–59). 

Consumers growing demand, for transparency and ethical conduct in businesses, has driven companies to adopt Corporate Social Responsibility CSR measures widely. While these initiatives show a dedication to environmental actions in practice, they inevitably fail to live up to expectations (Grant & Hill, 2020). Businesses often utilise websites and social media platforms to highlight their CSR activities. Despite this, there is a growing concern surrounding the potential for greenwashing. Companies are now employing tactics to exaggerate the advantages of their actions, to the detriment of consumers’ trust (Taylor & Yim, 2018). This highlights, that effective communication is therefore key for CSR programs to maintain their credibility.

The lack of regulations in place for CSR, means efforts could be perceived as merely a symbolic gesture with little impact in industries such as fast fashion, where cutting costs and increasing production speed are paramount concerns (Kim & Ferguson, 2019).  CSR initiatives often tend to focus on the essentials, falling short of driving significant improvements in workplace conditions or environmental practices. As a result of this scope of action and effectiveness in bringing about changes, in these areas.  

This concludes that the influence of communication, on responsibility CSR is multifaceted, presenting a dual perspective on the matter at hand. Firstly, it can act as a tool, engaging stakeholders to foster transparency, secondly, it has the potential to construct a narrative that bolsters the company’s image, without necessitating significant operational changes (Jarvis et al., 2017).  Ultimately, CSR efforts can align business practices with targets. However, the impact depends on if the commitment shown surpasses compliance with regulations, or only appears as a superficial act (Cohen, 2017, pp.45–53). Transparent and candid communication is crucial, as it can either validate a company’s dedication to CSR or expose it as a gesture. 

[bookmark: _Toc178985725]2.2.3 Brick-And-Mortar Stores & Online Retailing

The retail format is considered pivotal in shaping purchasing behaviour (Slaton et al., 2020). Traditional brick-and-mortar retailers have had to adapt in line with the growth of technology, and the changing needs of the tech-savvy consumer. The rise in technological advancements, and the emergence of online retailing, have enabled both consumers and business’s varying channels in which they can interact and communicate. The key differences between the two retail platforms have been summarised below.
Brick-and-mortar stores offer a sensory-rich environment, allowing consumers to engage with products in a tangible manner. Thus, according to Fors & Hyllander, (2020), enhances the hedonic pleasure of the purchasing process, since it aligns with consumer tendencies to seek gratification through immediate trial before purchase. From a sustainability perspective, this tactile approach can foster an instantaneous understanding amongst consumers of a product's sustainability credentials (Potter et al., 2021).
Conversely, the online realm of shopping presents an alternative dimension of accessibility, since it is centred upon convenience and a vast product offering.  In an era where technology is integrated into everyday life, this approach resonates with consumers who seek efficiency and variety (Turban, Pollard & Wood, 2018). This dual-channel approach engages a larger audience, therefore adapting its approach to the nuanced preferences of consumers who differ in their purchasing behaviours and brand expectations. 
Taking a comparative glance, both retail formats present distinct challenges and opportunities in promoting sustainable practices among consumers. Brick-and-mortar stores, while providing consumers with the tangible benefits of immediacy and sensory marketing, often entail considerable energy consumption and waste generation, intensifying their environmental impact (Soliman et al., 2021). In contrast, since fast fashion is positioned upon high volumes and accelerated production, this can create significant implications for how consumers perceive sustainability within the online realm. 
According to Bertram (2017), online retailing can be observed as failing to effectively convey sustainability initiatives, since it’s reliant upon digital descriptions to convey the sustainable attributes of an item. Thus, creating a paradox amongst consumers, when considering the sustainability claims put forward by brands. Furthermore, the challenge of greenwashing is prevalent within the fast fashion industry.  Stephens (2017), emphasises the potential for both online and brick-and-mortar retailing to misrepresent their sustainability efforts, in order for their brand image to appeal to an eco-conscious target demographic. Such an approach leads to a lack of trust between brands and consumers. This notion is further supported by Dalmoro et al., (2019), with the stance that deceptive practice amongst retailers leads to a disconnect between how sustainability is regarded, and consumer’s attitudes towards the issue. This validates that transparency and trust remain central to influencing consumer perceptions of sustainability across both retail formats. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985726]2.3.4 Sustainability Initiatives - ASOS, Primark & H&M
[bookmark: _Toc178985727]2.3.4.1 ASOS
ASOS focuses on a circularity model, marking a transformative shift from conventional fashion production models. The brand emphasises that “Our focus on circularity and product sustainability will be key to delivering our net zero ambitions” (ASOS, 2024). This approach is credited for moving away from a linear take-make-dispose model, extending garment lifespan and conserving resources through better material choices and more sustainable processes, through the integration of circular systems (Hofmann, 2019).
Furthermore, ASOS associates with two core groups that assist in quantifying the brand’s environmental impact. To begin, ASOS has employed the Sustainable Garment Action Plan (SCAP) - now known as Textiles 2030 - to examine its UK garment production across its lifecycle since 2012. This assists it in determining ways to be less wasteful, while also lowering its carbon footprint. Moreover, the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) developed a set of standardised sustainability measurement methods that ASOS has been applied since 2016. They measure environmental influences across the supply chain, through a combination of facility, brand, and product tools (Becker-Leifhold and Heuer, 2018, pp.78–82). ASOS uses these tools in a variety of ways. Firstly, ASOS adopts the distributing facility tool to its Tier 1 and Tier 4 distributing suppliers, who manufacture ASOS products. This allows the brand to assess their current carbon emissions, and collaborate with SAC to reduce their carbon footprint. ASOS' Materials Sustainability Index (MSI) is also used to inform their preferred material strategy, complementing this practice. ASOS has also engaged in WRAP's Textiles 2030 effort to promote circularity, collaborating with the Global Fashion Agenda on three primary pathways to circularity. Through this ASOS shares its strategy, governance, metrics and targets designed to limit environmental impact. This information is also passed on to consumers through QR codes on products sold by the brand, to inform them of circular methodologies used in their garment production (ASOS, 2024). 
This emphasises resource conservation and waste reduction, championing innovation in sustainable designs and manufacturing techniques (Kennedy and Whiteman, 2017). On account of this, ASOS shares its strategy, governance, metrics and targets to prevent climate-related risks. ASOS also attaches QR codes on the products sold to consumers so that they can learn about the circular methodologies used in the production of the garment
[bookmark: _Toc178985728]2.3.4.2 H&M
Central to H&M's sustainability strategy is the role of innovation and collaboration. The company has established ‘H&M Laboratories’, a development and research hub as a strategic initiative to scale up new circular business models and explore areas vital to sustainability within the business. This highlights the brand’s commitment to addressing environmental concerns. This concept is complemented by the Green Fashion Initiative, which has financed 17 projects aimed at decarbonisation, demonstrating potential reductions of carbon waste within its supply chain. By investing in such innovation, fashion retailers not only enhance their sustainability portfolio but set an industry standard (Molloy et al., 2020). Moreover, through strategic collaborations with peers and policymakers, alongside transparent communication and reporting, H&M maximises its influence on broader value chain transformations. These efforts illustrate the vital interplay of innovation, collaboration, and transparency in achieving meaningful sustainability outcomes (H&M Foundation, 2024). 
H&M's commitment to sustainability is further supported by its comprehensive efforts to utilise recycled, or sustainably sourced materials within its collections. As of 2023, the company had successfully integrated 85% of such materials, thus reflecting a significant step towards its long-term goal of achieving 100% by 2030. This ambitious target not only showcases H&M’s proactive measures in addressing environmental concerns but also align with the increasing consumer demand for sustainable products. The company's strategic initiatives demonstrate an understanding that sustainability is not merely a trend but a necessary evolution in retail practices. By setting tangible goals and fostering transparency, H&M positions itself as a leader in the fast fashion industry's shift toward more sustainable operations (H&M Group, 2023).
Additionally, H&M has made commendable progress in reducing emissions across various scopes. From a 2023 baseline, the company achieved a 22% reduction in emissions and exceeded its electricity intensity reduction target in stores (H&M Group, 2023). This demonstrates a 29% reduction in electricity usage from 2019 and highlights not only H&M's dedication to decreasing its carbon footprint but also its ability to effectively implement energy-efficient solutions. These efforts are imperative as they address both environmental responsibility and operational efficiency, further illustrating the brand's integrated approach to sustainability. As such, H&M exemplifies how fast fashion retailers can mitigate the negative environmental impacts that have long characterised the industry through strategic energy management and innovation (Bailey, Basu & Sharma, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc178985729]2.3.4.3 Primark

Primark’s approach to sustainability centres upon the ‘Primark Sustainable Cotton Programme’ (PSCP) introduced by the company in 2021. The introduction of this strategy intends to reduce fashion waste, halve carbon emissions across the value chain, and improve the lives of those who create Primark products (Primark, 2023). The business focus here is to offer transparency and increase consumer engagement, through embedding sustainability within its supply chain and production processes. In prioritising partnerships and open communication fashion brands can foster consumer loyalty, and enhance their reputation as a leader in sustainable fashion practices (McNeill and Venter, 2019).
The new strategy commits the multinational fashion store to altering the way its garments are created while maintaining its low pricing, allowing their target audience to make more sustainable buying decisions. This comprehensive strategy involve actively engaging with various stakeholders, including cotton farmers and suppliers, marking a significant shift in embedding sustainable practices within the company. Such initiative fosters a collaborative value ecosystem, highlighting the significance of environmental and economic sustainability (Pedersen, Gwozdz & Hvass, 2018). Primark's new goals seek to ensure that the corporation produces clothing made up of recycled or sustainably sourced materials by 2030, with 45% of clothing currently sold achieving this target (Primark, 2024). Thus, offsetting previous criticism received by the brand for its environmental footprint.  
With the launch of a new leisurewear range, Primark has expanded its cooperation with recycled cotton maker Recover, becoming the first high-street retailer to utilise Recover's distinctive RColorBlend fibre on a worldwide scale. The collaboration supports Primark's aim to increase the percentage of apparel made from recycled materials, expanding on the retailer's strategy to produce “sustainable fashion affordable to all”. By ensuring the sourcing of sustainable cotton, brands address ecological concerns while strategically investing in redefining consumer perceptions (Ottman, 2011, pp.111–119).
The sustainability initiatives presented by ASOS, H&M and Primark, illustrate a concerted effort towards integrating sustainability into their core business models. They reflect both the progress and complexities faced in the rapidly evolving fast fashion industry. The sustainable material sourcing practices demonstrate a commitment to environmental responsibility. Thus, driving significant progress toward elevated environmental consciousness (Wagner & Heinzel, 2020).
Collectively, these efforts offer valuable insights into sustainable material sourcing strategies, showcasing a blend of ambition, responsibility, and room for growth within the context of the fashion industry's sustainability journey. Consequently, when evaluated through the lens of value chain analysis, this approach reveals significant strengths such as enhanced resource efficiency, while also identifying opportunities for improvement, such as potential scalability challenges and consumer education. The strategic focus on environmental stewardship reflects a conscious response to evolving consumer expectations. This shift conjugates a broader societal commitment, illustrating how the contemporary fashion industry is intrinsically linked to sustainable practices (Ahmad et al., 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc178520536][bookmark: _Toc178985730]2.3 Fast Fashion Consumption
[bookmark: _Toc178520537][bookmark: _Toc178985731]2.3. 1 Fast fashion
Wren (2022), defines fast fashion as a marketing approach, in which replicates catwalk trends to produce low-cost variations, with a high inventory and rapid turnover. Subsequently, this model has revolutionised the UK apparel industry over recent decades. Notably, this definition emphasises the speed to market as a key characteristic, whilst viewing fast fashion as a marketing strategy. 
Comparatively, Brewer (2019) claims that key marketing factors such as heightened market volatility, shorter product life cycles, and a rise in impulsive purchasing are crucial factors, as too are other business innovations when defining fast fashion. Stringer, Mortimer & Payne (2020), reaffirm this notion claiming the provision of fast fashion as a strategy, encompasses the entire business operations of a company, rather than just the marketing operations. Design, sourcing, and manufacturing, combined with low-cost supply chains and short lead times, all underpin the successful implementation of the fast fashion concept. 
Moreover, Hall (2017), believes the the concept of fast fashion is a global trend, centred upon a linear economy. Low-cost production, predominately sourced overseas, enables retailers to rapidly respond to ever-changing fashion trends. Thus, satisfying trend-led consumer preferences through an inexpensive product range. This definition highlighting the interdependence of cost, and the speed to market as key factors within the concept of fast fashion. 
Khan (2021), draws attention to the speed in which garments reach the market, as crucial when competing in such a saturated marketplace. In addition to this, fast fashion retailers are observed as streamlining their supply chain, through undersupplying products, in order to deliver trend-lend fashion items with a quick turnaround for the consumer. This meaning fast fashion retailers can prevent issues that are met by traditional retailers, involving excessive inventory and product shortages.  In part this is due to globalisation and advancements in technology, which has enabled production to be moved to key consumer markets. Therefore, designs can be shared with manufactures at a much faster rate, allowing fast fashion retailers to deliver items with a 1-to-4-week turnaround (Camargo & Pereira, 2020). This concept is most prevalent amongst online-only fashion retailers such as ASOS, offering an even cheaper range of fashion items than that of brick-and-mortar stores, offered with next-day turnaround. This has encouraged phenomenal growth for online retailers, as traditional retailers upon average adopt a six-to-nine-month cycle to create and deliver new products. This leads to an influx of consumers demanding immediacy, endorsing the significant growth established within the fast fashion realm (Moon and Lee, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc178985732]2.3.2 Fast fashion brands 
Mainstream fashion within the UK is regarded as highly competitive, in comparison to anywhere else in the world (Muthu, 2019, pp.117–135). The continued success of well-established high-street stores, and the space for new online fashion brands to emerge, indicate a thriving market. According to (Sharma, 2020), the substantial market growth of the fast fashion business model is endorsed by short-term profit taking precedence over long-term goals, such as sustainability issues (Johnson, 2019). This view is further supported by Cooke et al., (2022) noting on account of downward pressures on margins, a decline has arisen in any investment activity that is not aligned with direct sales. This has opened up the opportunity for some of the biggest fast fashion brands to gain augmented market share across the industry. Figure 4 illustrates the continued growth in market share for ASOS, Primark and H&M. 
	Market Share by % Value
	2018
	2019
	2020
	2021
	2022
	% growth
2018-2022

	Primark 
	4.3
	4.4
	4.5
	4.5
	4.5
	4.65%

	ASOS
	0.4
	0.4
	0.5
	0.5
	0.6
	12.5%

	H&M
	1.6
	1.6
	1.7
	1.8
	1.8
	50%


[bookmark: _Toc178986187][bookmark: _Toc178986554]Figure 4: Brands UK market share of Apparel and Footwear. Informed by Business Of Fashion, (2023)

[bookmark: _Toc178985733]2.2.3Fast Fashion Consumption
Fashion consumption reflects the tangible aspect of purchasing clothing, footwear and or accessories, by means of engaging with fashion trends, or expressing identity and personal style (Evans & Peirson-Smith, 2018). As outlined in the previous section, the concept of fast fashion is defined as a rapid production cycle in response to the latest fashion trends, derived from high-end catwalk shows. The two concepts can be observed  as closely interlinked and considered a cultural phenomenon whereby social influences, values and aspirations are portrayed. Furthermore, Nilssen, Bick & Abratt, 2018) argue that consumption, particularly within the realm of fast fashion, holds a significant role in expressing identity and social cohesion through its materialistic nature. Norum (2017), further supports this notion claiming fast fashion is a remunerative business model, capitalising on current fashion trends, consequently revolutionising the UK apparel industry.
In view of this, the concept of fast fashion consumption can be considered as a movement amongst consumers, whereby they are encouraged to partake in a cycle of frequent purchasing and discarding. From an economic standpoint, this practice capitalises on the consumer's desire for novelty, offering new lines of clothing at a rapid pace, thereby ensuring constant consumer engagement. In turn, this business model, offers consumers on-trend fashion, at competitive prices.  This highlights that fast fashion has ineradicably transformed consumer behaviour within the apparel sector, steering it towards an unprecedented trajectory of rapid consumption and disposal. 
Contrarily, such growth is viewed as ecologically unsustainable as approximately half of these fast fashion items are disposed of within a year of purchase, (Berdger & Gardnier, 2017).  This illustrates the transitory nature of these garments. As fast fashion continues to dominate the apparel industry, its contribution to environmental degradation has come under increased scrutiny. This highlights the environmental implications of the fast-fashion industry, go beyond the ephemeral satisfaction of consumer demand. Furthermore, a direct correlation can be observed, between an increase in consumer purchasing habits and higher global carbon emissions, due to the sizable growth of apparel production (Garcia, 2018).  Similarly, analysis conducted by Muller & Tony (2017), indicate the rise in consumption not only produces an increase in textile waste, but exacerbates environmental degradation through the release of pollutive by-products. Moreover, the fashion industry contributes to 10% of global gas emissions due to its extensive supply chain and intensive production, constituting as one of the largest players in global warming. Thus, offsetting any environmental initiatives put forward by fast fashion brands (Armaroli & Balzani, 2017). 
Despite efforts from fast fashion brands to incorporate greener practices into the production processes, such as organic cotton cultivation, the overarching growth in apparel production negates these efforts (Bick and Halsey, 2018). This paradox highlights the quintessential struggle within the fashion industry. The benefits of sustainable practices are now becoming overlooked by the sheer volume of production demands (Camargo et al., 2020). The complexity of these issues necessitates further evaluation of consumption motivations. Therefore, the following section will explore the decision-making process among fast fashion consumers. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985734]2.2.4 Consumer Decision-Making in Sustainable Consumption 
Consumer decision-making plays a crucial role in promoting sustainable consumption (Sharma, 2017), with consumers now considered a key driving force in mitigating the environmental impact associated with consumption habits.  One theoretical framework that offers a deeper understanding of consumer buying behaviour, is the concept of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943).  This theory advocates an individual's motivation is centred upon a set of hierarchical needs; physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-actualisation. This concept can be applied in the context of sustainable consumption, in identifying how consumers prioritise their needs, and make decisions that align with sustainability principles. The most basic need is physiological, thus being food, shelter and warmth. At the basic level from a sustainable consumption stance, would be individuals considering the environmental influences such as production, energy efficacy, and conservational factors. In both these instances, according to Maslow (1943), once the most basic needs are fulfilled, can they next phase be achieved. Therefore, as individuals begin to move up the hierarchy more complex needs are satisfised such as belongingness, and interpersonal relationships. Thus, continuing until the highest level of the hierarchy, self-actualisation needs are met. 
These same principles can be applied when considering motivating factors for sustainable consumption. According to Marcon et al., (2022), knowledge and awareness are foundational elements, that play a critical role in shaping consumer behaviour involving sustainable practices. Furthermore, Jansson (2011), states knowledge fosters a deeper comprehension, leading to more conscientious behavioural choices with knowledge transcending a simple awareness. 
On this premise, once consumers have developed a sound understanding of the consequences of their consumption choices, they become more likely to align their actions with sustainable practices. Since, the acquisition of knowledge would enable consumers to understand the environmental impacts of their purchasing decisions, equipping them with the awareness necessary to make informed choices (Rothenberg & Matthews, 2017). Thus, fostering positive attitudes towards sustainable consumption, highlighting communication as pivotal in educating the transition towards sustainability. This observation is further supported by Faiers, Cook & Neame, (2017) who claim a more profound understanding of environmental issues, can form positive consumer attitudes towards sustainable apparel. Therefore, communication serves as a catalyst in positively influencing a shift in consumer behaviour.  Carefully considered communication strategies can initiate a more sustainable market ecosystem, aligning consumer interests with environmental stewardship (Olson, 2012). 
[bookmark: _Toc178985735]2.2.5 Attitude Behaviour Gap 
The attitude-behaviour gap highlights a critical disjunction between consumers’ articulation of environmental concerns (attitude), and how this transpires into their actual purchasing behaviours. Despite a growing awareness of the environmental impacts of consumption, consumers often fail to align their purchasing decisions with their stated preferences for sustainable fashion (Wiederhold & Martinez, 2018). This leading to a visible inconsistency between their beliefs and actions. Much literature is put forward to offer a rationale behind such discrepancy. A positivist approach is noted as the key offering, drawing upon purchase intention as a significant factor influencing behaviour. This principle is centred upon the observation that the intention of the consumer determines the outcome of their actions (Moraes and Carrigan, 2012). Therefore, identifying intention can lead to an accurate prediction of behaviour, and the greater the intention the greater the effort to perform the behaviour. From a fast fashion perspective, this concept holds relevance since it suggests the greater the communication is surrounding the negatives of the industry, the greater the intention to transform behaviour will become. 
In contrast, Guyer and Fabrigar (2015), synthesise key concepts to determine common influences that weaken the relationship between attitude and intended behaviour. Their research concluded while two individuals may share similar attitudes, such as implementing a more sustainable purchasing approach, their overall behaviour is reflective of their underlying ‘attitude strength’. The amount of time a person is willing to set aside to research sustainable practices, or the additional costs a person is prepared to put forward are indictive of their attitude strength. 
A significant element contributing to this gap is cognitive dissonance, whereby consumers hold conflicting attitudes or beliefs, largely attributed to social media cues. Since the social media marketing culture has expanded, cognitive dissonance seems to be strong, with individuals experiencing a discrepancy between their own expectations, and those portrayed online (Bernardes et al., 2018).
According to Mckinsey & CO (2019), only 3% of consumers attitudes are reflective of their beliefs when purchasing fashion. Furthermore, Colombo et al., (2023) observe factors such as social norms, cost, and accessibility of products take precedence over ethical views. Thus, leading to subjective expectations, contributing to the persistent divergence between attitudes and actions. Understanding these underlying causes from a consumer perspective, is crucial for developing strategies to promote sustainable fashion consumption and bridge the attitude-behaviour gap. 
[bookmark: _Toc177645016][bookmark: _Toc178985736]2.4 Fashion Communication


The previous section examined the area of fashion consumption, analysing the relationship between fast fashion and sustainability. The purpose of this was to identify potential barriers and ascertain potential opportunities in moving forward towards a more sustainable industry. Central to this issue is communication, of which according to Noris and Cantoni, (2022, pp.78–95) is fundamental in achieving sustainable development. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985737]2..3.1 Communication

Communication involves the transfer of information, between a sender and recipient, and is utilised through varying mediums, including verbal, and non-verbal, written, or visual ques. There are many reasons as to why communication plays an integral role within society, (Craik, 2019, pp.55–62) theorises the core purpose is to influence an individual(s) viewpoint, emotions and or behaviours. Therefore, analysing the formation of an effective message is pivotal in developing this discussion. 
Many theories of communication put forward the concept of persuasion, as being closely aligned with communication practices, proposing that the integration of persuasive messaging, can change the beliefs, values, or attitudes of others (Ferreira & Vasconcelos, 2017).  The notion of persuasive communication was first attributed to the Hovland – Yale Model (1953). Here the conditions of persuasion were examined, identifying three key components. First is the credibility of the sender, the one formulating the message, second is the message stimuli, and how this has been constructed, this leads to the final stage being the responsiveness of the recipient, and or the intended audience. Albeit, this model has subsequently been criticised for its limitations, on the basis a message may be credible, and understood in full by the receiver, yet can still fail to drive change (Briggs, 2018, pp.225–228), this model however offers a valuable starting point. One such theory that builds upon this is the value-belief norm theory (2000), which suggests that personal norms play a crucial role in determining behaviour. Individuals are motivated to act in line with the cognitive information they hold about themselves, such as their commitment to sustainability, through evaluating detailed communication (O’Keefe, 2017).  
Each theoretical framework shares characteristics underpinning the message framing theory, which examines how information is presented and can influence an individual's perception, decisions, and behaviours. This strategic framing advocates, that the structuring or delivery of a message can significantly dictate how a message is interpreted, with information being framed either positively to highlight advantages, or negatively to emphasise disadvantages (Queller, 2017).  
However, the application of message framing and persuasive communication can be criticised for its lack of ethical responsibility. It challenges communicators to consider not just the effectiveness of their strategies in achieving desired outcomes, but also the moral implications of influencing audience behaviour through structured messaging (Mackie, 2016).  What begins to emerge is changing consumer behaviour relies on communication put forward by fashion brands that addresses all areas. Despite its inherent value, communication is often inhibited by barriers that can distort and hinder the intended message (Bellamy & Hughes, 2017). The challenges in delivering effective communication become apparent, necessitating further evaluation of the sustainability narrative within the fashion industry. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985738]2.3.3 Bilateral Interaction in Sustainability Communication
The previous section has highlighted sustainability communication and the need for transparency, as pivotal in forming a strong brand image within today’s environmentally conscious market. On that note, the importance of bilateral communication emerges, this takes a collaborative approach between the brand and consumer, to effectively deliver sustainability initiatives.  advocates engaging consumers in a two-way dialogue, and soliciting their perspectives, enables brands to further comprehend the values and concerns of their target audience, leading to more tailored and resonant messaging.
When examining the growth of sustainability communication, alongside consumer engagement, the limitations of traditional one-way messaging become apparent. Customarily, brands have become reliant on disseminating information without adequately responding to consumer feedback or fostering interactive dialogues (Reilly & Larya, 2018).  This approach whilst informative lacks a dynamic exchange, that is necessary to onboard consumers to act upon sustainability messages. As noted by Silva (2021), the movement from one-way communication strategies is essential in developing consumers’ attitudes on a deeper level, that feels both personal and impactful. Consumers are more likely to engage with and support brands that actively listen and respond to their concerns, resulting in a collective effort towards addressing mutually concerning issues. This demonstrates the growing shift towards a bilateral communication model, addressing this gap by facilitating meaningful interactions between brands and their audiences
[bookmark: _Toc178985739]2.3.3 Communication About Sustainability 

Reviewing communication on the practices of sustainability, a lack of consensus on the meaning of the term ‘Sustainability’ becomes apparent. Despite the United Nations putting forward the 2030 agenda for Sustainable development, literature indicates a plethora of definitions associated with the term. Khurana & Ricchetti, (2015) note an excess of three hundred definitions of the word. This supports the claim of Macchion et al., (2019) that the subject area is one of which is under-researched, lacking in clarity.  This inhibits important issues to be addressed.  Moreover, the subjective nature of sustainability further complicates communication efforts and behavioural change required by brands, since phrases such as ‘ethical’ or ‘green’, have become supplementary to the concept of sustainability. The absence of clear definitions and industry-wide standards permits businesses to make vague or exaggerated claims about their sustainable practices (Higgins, 2016). This highlights adversity in how sustainability is communicated, showing a necessity to explore the realm of communication in greater depth. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985740]2.3.4 Models Of Communication
The previous section ascertained the importance of attitude within the consumption process, likewise, attitudes are of equal significance when determining the efficiency of communication practices.  affirms understanding consumers’ attitudes and beliefs is central in persuading individuals to transform their buying habits, and therefore deliver positive behavioural change. 
To further understand the mechanisms behind attitude and behaviour change in the context of sustainable consumption, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) provides a valuable framework. The ELM model prescribes how attitudes are initially formed can determine behavioural change, either ‘Centrally’ or ‘Peripherally. The central route, communication is observed effective when consumers are highly motivated by a purpose, and the message content offered has a deeper meaning. Attitudes formed after careful consideration are observed as enduring and consequential, therefore determinants of behaviour are more powerful, as opposed to attitudes derived from a superficial perspective. Conversely, the peripheral route is pertinent of consumers with a lower motivation towards the message content. Here, superficial cues such as celebrity endorsements are used to activate change. 
Building on this concept, Schwartz’s Norm Activation Model (1977), conveys a belief-based model of persuasion, highlighting that social attitudes and personal moral values are compelling indicators of environmental behaviour. In contrast, Ives et al. (2020) consider both rational and emotional forms of communication. Here it is observed since there is ambiguity surrounding the definition of the term sustainability, scientific communication is often associated with the term. Such an approach failing to advocate transformative change, since the emphasis is placed on rational scientific thinking rather than emotive engagement. Furthermore, recognises messages that evoke emotional responses and connect with consumers' values and worldviews can enhance their persuasive power, and foster sustainable behaviour. 
Integrating the Elaboration Likelihood Model with Stern’s belief-based model has scope to offer a more holistic approach, through combining emotional appeals with cognitive strategies. This approach offers validity in delivering a robust framework for developing impactful communication strategies that address the attitude-behaviour gap. By tailoring messages to both central and peripheral routes of persuasion, and addressing deeper moral and social norms, fast fashion brands can enhance their sustainability communication. Thus, reaching a broader spectrum of consumers and promoting lasting behavioural change towards sustainable consumption. 
After examining a range of theories and concepts put forward about communication and responsible consumption, the development of research in this area has proposed several interpretations. The consensus within research concludes, that positive attitudes towards responsible purchasing, do not always translate into consumer consumption choices. This aligned with the need for careful consideration when designing an effective message framework, as identified in the previous section. highlights the work of Antonetti and Maklan (2015) (Figure 4), as pertinent in developing recommendations to satisfy objective four: Recommend guidelines to enhance communication regarding sustainability between fast fashion brands and consumers. 
The starting point of Antonetti and Maklan (2015), takes the observation consumers purchasing habits cannot be assumed to be motivated by moral intentions alone. Their perspective, centred upon the categorisation theory, identifies two key dimensions in which are influential amongst consumers, therefore the relevance of their work in relation to this study is two-fold. Firstly, is the emphasis placed on bridging the gap between attitudes and behaviours, a concept previously identified as contributing to the lack of sustainable consumption. Secondly, since the focus of this research is upon fast fashion, communication strategies must apply to all consumers, going beyond those already showing a commitment to sustainability. Antonetti and Maklan  (2015) focused on how consumer motivation influences the way people perceive a brand’s commitment to sustainability and categorised consumers either as ‘'Altruistic' or ‘Political’ (Figure 5).  The Altruistic consumer is defined as prioritising values over public recognition and, therefore is personally motivated to purchase sustainably, on the premise information is easily accessible, such as at the point of purchase. In contrast, the intention to purchase among 'Political' consumers display a rise in their desire to buy, when the product resonates with the concept of identifying as members of a cohesive group. ‘Conspicuous Responsible' consumers exhibit a strong preference to publicly display their commitment to responsible purchasing, through their product choices (Sanderson & Cole, 2019). Consequently, allocating resources towards sustainable production, and clear branding of merchandise adhering to sustainability criteria, optimally align with their purchasing predilections (Ross & Mullings, 2019). 
The analysis of these approaches can allow for a more nuanced understanding of the necessary elements required to develop effective communication strategies required for this dissertation. 

[bookmark: _Toc178986188][bookmark: _Toc178986555]Figure 5: Communication variables to decrease the attitude behaviour gap, informed by Antonetti and Maklan (2015

[bookmark: _Toc481486855][bookmark: _Toc178985741]3.0 Methodology & Research Design 
[bookmark: _Toc178985742]3.1 Introduction

This chapter will outline how empirical research will be carried out, to achieve the research aims and objectives set out at the beginning of this dissertation. Firstly, the research paradigm and chosen methodology will be discussed, outlining the advantages and disadvantages of the selected approach. Secondly, the researcher will identify the methods rejected, and provide a rationale for this. This will then follow on with an exploration into the research method employed for this study, detailing the intended questionnaire design and sample size. Subsequently, a review of the questionnaire and how it will become accessible to respondents will be carried out., along with how the data collected will be analysed. Finally, the reliability and validity of the research design will be examined, identifying any limitations to the study. 

[bookmark: _Toc178985743]3.2 Research Paradigm
To investigate the relationship between fast fashion brands, their brand communication strategies, and their impact towards consumers’ attitudes to sustainable consumption, this dissertation will adopt a positivist (traditionalist) approach. This method of research emphasises the reliance on numerical data and established scientific methods, favouring large sample sizes to ascertain results (Curtis et al., 2022). This approach is further described as prioritising hypothesis testing, to produce results with high reliability, albeit possibly at the expense of validity (Rose and Johnson, 2020). 

In line with this paradigm, research will be articulated using a formal tone, adopting a passive voice where quantitative terminology is used. Flynn, (2022) posits research conducted within the positivist domain, is both value-free and unbiased, with the researcher maintaining independence over the subject matter. This detachment is reasoned upon the consensus it delivers accuracy and reliability to the research outcomes. The predominant methods of quantitative research gathered through the positivist approach, is the use of questionnaires or survey techniques, predetermined schedules through structured observation, and content analysis, thus facilitating large samples for data collection (Kember & Corbett, 2018, pp.23–34).  
Consequently, the selection of the positivist paradigm is grounded in the assertion by (Symstad et al., 2017) that this approach is useful in obtaining data conducive to quantitative forecasting. In the context of this dissertation, this characteristic is advantageous in predicting how other participants may answer from the results generated. Moreover, Creswell (1994) offers a set of four philosophical assumptions facilitating a deeper comprehension of its applicative nuance within the positivist approach. One of the foundational pillars of the positivist paradigm, outlined by Creswell, is the ontological assumption which puts forward that social reality is both objective and extrinsic to the researcher. Thus, considering the element of reality within the research, which contrasts with interpretivism perspectives with the view reality is subjectively constructed through social interactions (Gannon, Taheri & Azer, 2022). 
Furthermore, the epistemological assumption focuses on valid knowledge, advocating the researcher and the objective stance of the research, remain separate. This stance is centred upon the positivist asserting that knowledge is valid only if it is observable and quantifiable (Nardi, 2018, pp.86–92). This contrasts with other constructivist approaches, which value insights into subjective experiences as legitimate sources of knowledge. The axiological assumption considers the purpose of values, with the belief research under the positivist approach, is value-free and holds no bias from the researcher. This contention is an area often critiqued by opponents of the positivist method since they believe researcher bias is inevitable in influencing the research outcome (Lundh et al., 2017). Comparably, the rhetorical assumption, favouring a formal and passive voice in research design, also diverges from qualitative paradigms, which advocate a more narrative and actively engaged approach to research. 
Finally, the methodological assumption emphasises a deductive research approach, focusing on maintaining a static design to research that is context-free. This approach promotes validity and reliability through standard measures of verification (Payne, 2017). Therefore, adopting an interpretivism (phenomenological) paradigm was dismissed, on the grounds that the subjective reality among participants is assumed. Moreover, it is critiqued that interpretivists employ an informal writing style, defined by a personal voice.  The focus here is on developing smaller research samples, over a longer period, which has scope to limit the generalisability and objectivity of the overall research findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc481486856][bookmark: _Toc178985744]3.3 Research Method
The selection of research methodologies plays a pivotal role in the information-gathering process of research design (Coe et al., 2021, pp.99–112).  Among the myriad of methods available, case studies, observations, group discussions, interviews, focus groups, and surveys can be identified as the most prominent. The choice of methodology is highly influenced by the research paradigm (Leavy, 2022, pp.29–38), leading to the preference for online surveys in the context of this dissertation. Online surveys offer a convenient mode for data collection since the target audience can access them through various devices, such as a smartphone or laptop device. This expands upon the reach of the surveys, extending out to a global audience, in a cost-effective and prompt manner. This offers flexibility for both the respondent and researcher, to ensure a rapid response rate without the logistical burdens of posting out questionnaires. Thereby reducing overall costs (Adams & Lawrence, 2019, pp. 235–278). 
Furthermore, the use of questionnaires is considered an insightful source, enabling flexible, and versatile data collection. The application of questionnaires allows for the inclusion of both quantitative and qualitative data collection within the same means. This flexibility supports the researcher in utilising open-ended questions for qualitative insight while incorporating close-ended questions, permitting a quantitative analysis (Goodwin, 2020). 
In contrast, the use of online surveys is not without its limitations, one critical issue being the potential for sampling bias. Goyder (2019, pp.129–136) highlights online surveys are dependent on internet access, individuals without such access are therefore excluded from completing surveys, thus introducing gaps within the research findings. Hughes et al., (2021) offer further elaboration with the premise demographic discrepancies between online and non-online populations, could result in the omission of significant societal segments from the research pool.

[bookmark: _Toc481486857][bookmark: _Toc178985745]3.4 Methods Rejected
The research intention for this dissertation is to establish perspectives on fast fashion, consumption, and sustainability to develop insights into the influence of fashion brand communication on consumers purchasing behaviour. Therefore, the decision to exclude observations from the research methodology was influenced by its inherent nature to capture personal data such as individual's thoughts and feelings. This characteristic renders observations less effective in meeting the objectives of this dissertation, which seeks to analyse factors that are not readily observable. Thus poses the risk of behaviours being misinterpreted by the researcher (Reardon et al., 2018). 
Similarly, interviews and focus groups were also rejected from the methodology due to their time-intensive nature. While these methods can yield rich qualitative data, the primary aim of this research is to gather a large set of data within a constrained timeframe. Therefore, the use of online surveys in this context was more appealing. 
Additionally, Elliott and Valliant (2017) highlight a significant drawback to using interviews and focus groups, whereby participants might feel uneasy or conscious when sharing their thoughts or opinions in front of a researcher or fellow participants. This viewpoint proposes concern regarding demand characteristics, where responses could be swayed by research settings or expectations rather than participants’ genuine feelings or actions. This critique further supports the rationale of choosing research approaches that can reduce the risk of introducing biases and ultimately improve the trustworthiness and accuracy of the gathered information.  

[bookmark: _Toc178985746]3.5 Sample

Lohr (2021, pp.11–29) defines a sample as selecting a portion of a population to be included in a study, a definition that resonates with a positivist study approach according to Bailar & Mosteller, (2020, pp.12–18). When exploring the realm of research methodology, the differentiation, between purposive sampling methods becomes a key consideration. Purposive sampling is characterised by its theory-driven nature in selecting participants, thus significantly setting it apart from less focused sampling strategies (Ball, 2019). This allows for elements of the research to be based upon the purpose of the study, therefore this dissertation will adopt purposive sampling techniques, where the selection of elements is intentionally aligned with the specific objectives of the study.

Bacher et al., (2019) stress the crucial role of purposive sampling when choosing a sample that truly represents the population, indicative of the research. Therefore, the researcher will strategically target adults aged 18 and older, who participate in purchasing fast fashion. This is intended to cultivate a sample that aligns with the broader consumer demographic.

[bookmark: _Toc178985747]3.6 Sample Size
[bookmark: _Toc178983220][bookmark: _Toc178985748]Sampling is an approach outlined by Foreman (1991, pp.112–126) as the selection of a smaller group of people, thus referred to as the ‘sample’, from a larger group referred to as the ‘population’. These chosen individuals are anticipated to offer information that allows researchers to make inferences, about the population they represent (Reddy and Khan, 2023). In the context of this dissertation, a sample size of 100 adults, aged 18 years or above, who shop either online or, in stores, has been selected.  The purpose of this choice is to gather a variety of data to study how and if communication practices of sustainability differ between brick-and-mortar stores and online shopping. 
[bookmark: _Toc178983221][bookmark: _Toc178985749]The rationale behind the selection of this sampling size is centred upon guidance offered by the National Audit Office (2018), which indicates that a sample size of 50 to 100 individuals can provide results for most research needs. This suggestion highlights the significance of choosing a sample size that considers both the necessity for representation of data and the logistical challenges in research, such as time constraints and participant availability. 
[bookmark: _Toc178983222][bookmark: _Toc178985750]Nevertheless, while the recommendations, from the National Audit Office (2018) offer a guideline for sample size determination, it is crucial to consider the circumstances of the research project. Opting for a sample size of 100 for this dissertation anticipates that this figure would yield insight into consumer actions in response to the relationship between fast fashion consumption and sustainability. Conversely, Phillips (2017), recognises the importance of assessing if this group size is enough to understand the varying aspects concerned with consumer perceptions. Therefore, the online survey will remain open for the entire period offered, irrespective of whether the intended number of participants has responded. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985751]3.7 Questionnaire Design

Saunders, et al., (2016), carefully define the method of online surveys as a set of questions delivered electronically to participants, in a predetermined order to be answered without the presence of an interviewer. This explanation forms the basis of how researchers develop the questionnaire, in a clear and precise style for ease of understanding for the participants. Moser & Kalton (2016, pp.39–42) emphasise respondents may lose interest in a survey when they come across questions that are too complex or difficult to understand. Therefore, the design of the survey will include a mix of question formats such, as open and closed questions, to gather both qualitative and quantitative data effectively and strategically. This harnesses each type’s strengths as suggested by Saunders et al., 2016 (p 452). Closed questions provide efficiency and comparability advantages with their predetermined responses making analysis simpler. The main focus of these questions will be to gather details, about an individual's background, and how they shop. In contrast, the open-ended questions will be used to explore the participant’s shopping habits on a deeper level, allowing them to share their thoughts freely in their own words. This approach encourages unrestricted responses (Sande and Ghosh, 2018). 

Additionally, there will be a total of 15 questions, with two Likert-point scale inquiries and two rating scale inquiries. The justification for this comes from the assertion put forward by Hughes et al., (2022) that the use of Likert scales can yield responses greater than simple yes/no answers. This results in a higher level of reliability within the information, offering easy analysis, and therefore easy comparisons to be made.
The use of rating scale queries also receives appreciation, for their simplicity and ease, for survey takers according to Forzano & Gravetter (2019). This enables participants to provide their responses by presenting them with a range of options rather than limiting them to a simple yes or no answer; hence enhancing data richness (Sekhon, Cartwright & Francis, 2022). 

Notably, when adding questions to a research study, it is essential to introduce the questions carefully into the questionnaire process with purposeful consideration to the formation of questions, to ensure the accuracy of responses Saunders, et al., (2016, pp. 460-463). This highlights the equilibrium that researchers must strike between innovation and honouring traditional approaches, in order to safeguard the credibility and accuracy of the gathered data. Therefore, questions will take a structured format, following the themes outlined within the literature review (Figure 6). 


























[bookmark: _Toc178986189][bookmark: _Toc178986556]Figure 6: Structure of Survey Design








[bookmark: _Toc178985752]3.8 Piloting the Questionnaire
Pilot studies refer to small-scale versions, or trial runs performed before a larger study is carried out. This is to adequately prepare for its test-specific research design to ensure their validity and reliability are intact (Blatch-Jones et al., 2018). This viewpoint is supported by Saunders et al., (2016 pp.723), advocating pilot studies aid in evaluating question validity and ensuring the structure is applicable and purposeful to both the researcher and participant, correcting any issues if necessary. 
In the context of this research, a pilot study was sent out to five participants from the general public, resulting in changes to the survey design. Notably, the list of occupations in question four underwent revisions to provide a better understanding of participants. This adjustment reflects a critical approach to enhancing the depth of demographic data collected, contrasting with the original, potentially more superficial job list descriptors initially offered. Additionally, including the option "prefer not to say" in questions one to three addresses concerns, relating to participant anonymity and discomfort.  Making adaptions within the research design illustrates a responsive and ethical approach to the questionnaire design (Bell, Whitehead & Julious, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc178985753]3.9 Sending the Questionnaire


The design of the questionnaire was created using Google Forms,  and therefore the link from this will be shared to social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, to reach out to a wider audience base. 

The questionnaire link was shared on 3rd April 2023, and closed on 10th April to give participants a week to engage with it thoughtfully and effectively. A timeframe was selected with care to balance response time and research momentum. An interesting development was the involvement of 300 respondents – a number that surpassed the researcher’s goal but also exceeded the standard suggested by the National Audit Office (2019). Going above this recommended sample size boosts the strength and applicability of the conclusions. Notably, not all respondents answered every question. Despite this posing a potential issue, every response was factored into the dissertation analysis process, thus strengthening the credibility and thoroughness of the research findings.
[bookmark: _Toc178985754]3.10 Reliability and Validity


Newman and Benz (1998) suggest that reliability is crucial, for determining validity; without reliability in place, it would be impossible to establish any form of validity in research studies. Zeller and Carmines (1979) share a similar view, by defining reliability as the ability of a measurement tool to consistently yield results on repeated trials. Both definitions emphasise the significance of consistency, to ensure the credibility of research outcomes.  The concept of reliability within this research focuses on how the questionnaire can produce results in different instances of use. It suggests conducting a pilot study as a measure to check this reliability. This pilot study will not just test how consistent the questionnaire’s results are but validate the questionnaire itself. This two-fold strategy is essential, for improving the questionnaire by identifying and fixing any questions that may lead to bias or assumptions, thus increasing its validity.  

Moreover, Newman & Benz (1998) provide insight into the idea of validity by explaining it as the extent to which a research tool precisely assesses or represents what it is meant to do accurately measures or yields the intended outcomes. This explanation emphasizes the importance of validity, in evaluating how well the tool captures the desired elements. A detailed examination of reliability and validity exposes a connection wherein reliability serves as a foundation, for achieving validity. Engaging in a pilot study showcases a hands-on method to showcase this connection providing a way to enhance research tools for representing and evaluating the desired concepts.  
In brief, when looking at reliability and validity in this study it's clear that these two ideas are closely connected. Conducting a pilot study plays a role, in managing this connection making sure the survey gives results and truly represents the aspects it wants to gauge. This method shows a grasp of the theory behind research methods and highlights how crucial reliability and validity are, in ensuring excellence.  


[bookmark: _Toc178985755]3.11 Analysis of Findings

The use of Google Forms in the development of the online survey, enabled for analysis to be undertaken using the platform’s built-in tools. These tools offer the creation of tables and graphs, displaying the information gathered in a clear-to-view format.  Whilst this enables a deeper understanding of the findings, notably it's important to go beyond representations and delve deeper into the data analysis by comparing the study results, with existing literature as suggested by Bajpai (2011; 36–37). It's important to compare and analyse the results, to existing discussions to ensure their validity and contextuality as a whole in this study.  Therefore, while Google Forms simplifies survey setup and the initial data review process, it is essential to examine how these results align or differ from studies, for a complete evaluation. On this premise, responses from open-ended questions were placed into Excel, to identify key themes that emerged from participants. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985756]3.12 Limitations of the Study

A major drawback of this study is the potential for participants to be influenced by demand characteristics to form their responses. This situation arises when participants purposely or unknowingly give answers they think match the researcher’s outcomes, resulting in a distortion of the credibility of the data gathered (Avery et al., 2017). Furthermore, this problem is exacerbated by how the researcher shares the study through media platforms. This increases the possibility of the researcher having connections with participants. The level of comfort with the situation could unknowingly increase the likelihood of participants adjusting their responses to match what they believe is expected due to being informed about the goals of the study (Moyle et al., 2017).

Moreover, the methodology employed with this research, and the validity of its claims raise concerns that require examination. The broad scope of the research topic presents difficulties in obtaining a sample that is truly representative of the subject matter. The reliance on social media platforms for gathering data introduces a bias against demographics such as older individuals who may be less willing or able to engage in an online questionnaire. This decision, within the methodology, could lead to a data pool, that is imbalanced and fails to provide a portrayal of purchasing habits across age ranges. As a result, the research could fail to consider variations in consumer actions, which is essential for grasping social patterns. 

The research being discussed aims to explore a topic with implications. This offers limitations in its methods due to factors such as potential biases from participant expectations, and sample selection issues that raise concerns about the accuracy and broad applicability of its findings (Davis and Frederick, 2020). It is therefore crucial for studies to take a careful stance, in choosing participants and gathering data to reduce biases and enhance the credibility of their results to promote a deeper understanding of the topic at hand. 

While the researcher has taken steps to address these constraints by safeguarding the confidentiality of survey responses, to the point where even the participant’s identities are concealed from the researcher themselves; such actions might not completely eliminate the problem at hand. The innate constraints that are outside of the researcher’s influence emphasise the need for a strategy, in dealing with prejudices, strengthening the credibility of the research procedure.


[bookmark: _Toc178985757]4.0 Analysis of Results

[bookmark: _Toc178985758]4.1 Introduction

This chapter offers insight into the findings found in conducting research, exploring consumer perceptions and involvement with fast fashion, sustainability and the communication practices of sustainability from a brick-and-mortar, and online perspective. The information collected will be presented using graphs and tables to display the results, for both the researcher and evaluators understanding purposes in a way. All graphs and tables from cross-tabulations will be part of the appendices. A total of 300 responses were obtained for this survey with a range of income levels and job types for comparison, by the researcher. 

[bookmark: _Toc178985759]4.2 Main Findings 
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Description automatically generated]The results from the research carried has been categorised into the following sections (Figure 6). 
Figure 6: Categorisation of results informed by the literature



[bookmark: _Toc178985760]4.2.1 Attribute Variables 


The results of this questionnaire indicate a large number of respondents were aged between 30-35-year-olds, accounting for 35.6%. This was closely followed by 26.5% of respondents between the ages of 25 – 30, 21.8% of individuals aged 35 or over, and 16.1% falling into the 18-24 age category. These findings support the research of (Dietsch & Gigliotti, 2014) that claim younger participants typically offer a lower response rate, to that of older participants. 

Survey question two established 94.3% of respondents were female, and only 5.4% were male. These results also indicate that 3% of respondents failed to respond to this question. The high level of female participation correlates with research put forward by (Smith 2008) observing a stark differentiation between the involvement of females and their response rates in surveys compared to male participation rates. Moreover, Jackson (2019) further elaborate on this, with the notion women maintain a higher tendency to participate in activities involving communication and information exchange, while men engage further in seeking information online (Smith, 2008 p. 13). 


From analysing the results, 53.5% of participants were in full-time employment, accounting for over half of the survey pool, In contrast, only 9.7% of respondents were not in employment.  According to the Office of National Statistics, the average annual income for an individual in full-time employment was £34,963 for the year 2023.  Furthermore, the figure for females, who according to Anderson (2017) are more likely to engage in the concept of fast fashion, employed full-time was on average £31,672, according to Anderson (2017) females are more likely to engage in the concept of fast fashion. Therefore, these figures complement this notion. 

[bookmark: _Toc178985761]4.2.2 Fashion and Shopping

 The results indicate that the majority of respondents, 46.3 3% shop online, furthermore 37.4% use shopping apps that have been downloaded onto their smartphones. These findings align with the literature that identified a link between consumer need for immediacy and technological progression behind the growth of online shopping. In contrast, only 12.3% of respondents identified with shopping in-store, further supports this notion. Moreover, Sullivan (2023) observed a rise in online shopping on account of the COVID-19 outbreak limiting the physical store for consumers. 

[bookmark: _Toc178985762]Understanding the frequency and budget of people’s clothing purchases is helpful; however, there may be significance, in delving into the motivations behind their shopping habits as indicated by questions 8 and 9 rankings Participants were asked to rank their reasons (Question 8 ) and priorities (Question 9 ) for purchasing clothes. The analysis of the data, from Question 8 reveals that 54 % of participants buy clothes because it enhances their mood. Purchasing clothes, for an event ranked as the most popular choice at 32%. Interestingly 6 % of individuals cited 'sharing photos on networks as their primary motivation for shopping for new attire, which was a surprising finding from the available choices provided in the survey results of Question 9 that indicate a clear emphasis on appearance, among young women with 48 % choosing this as their priority when buying clothes. The category 'Fit' was chosen as the category by 32% while only 6 % prioritized 'knowledge of how clothes are made' when purchasing clothing items.
[bookmark: _Toc178985763]4.2.3 Fashion & Sustainability

After understanding why people buy clothes in the place was crucial to delve into how they wear them in reality. In contrast, to studies by Joung (2013) and Chau (2012) Survey Question 10 showed a result; none of the participants admitted to wearing clothes just once; instead, a large majority (62%) stated that they use a particular item ‘more, than 10 times’. 

Based on the literature review findings it was observed that certain fast fashion items are sold at prices, below levels (ILO, 2017). The survey outcomes revealed that 53% of consumers believed that the prices were reasonable as they are currently priced 'About right'. Another significant portion of participants viewed fashion as offering 'Good value' (as shown in Figure 26). This hints at the possibility of testing price adjustments on products to assess their effect, on sales. 

After exploring the opinions of consumers regarding the pricing of fashion items, in a survey question (Question 14) researchers sought to understand young people’s willingness to invest in sustainable products at higher costs. The findings revealed that a significant majority. 90% of the participants, indicated their willingness to purchase clothing with a higher price tag attached. Among the respondents polled in the survey, 41% expressed their readiness to pay up to 10% more for items. Following on were 33% who stated they would be willing to spend, up to 30% more on such products. 12% of the participants confirmed that they were willing to spend 30% on items, in contrast only 14% were not open to paying a premium price. 

Question 11 focused on understanding how consumers perceive sustainability in relation, to fashion. The words they used to describe it in their own terms through an open-ended question format where respondents shared their thoughts on 'sustainable fashion'. The responses were categorised into themes including Environmental, Social Responsibility, Longevity, Fabrics, Recycling, Circular Economy, Ethical Practices and Transparency. 

A small sample did not fit into these categories but were noted for future review; "Avoiding fast fashion " "Preferring vintage and thrifted clothing " "Hoping my favorite brands will offer sustainable options without switching brands solely for sustainability reasons " and "As a budget-conscious student its challenging to find affordable and stylish sustainable clothes."
Question 13 examined how the participants shopping habits aligned with their support, for sustainability efforts in the fashion industry. The study found that 48 percent of respondents expressed an interest in understanding the manufacturing process of their clothes but admitted that it didn't significantly impact their purchasing decisions. 34% indicated they refrained from purchasing items from brands associated with manufacturing practices while 17% emphasised the importance of transparency, in clothing production procedures (

The reason, for having Question 15 as a choice ranking question was to determine which of the four options would likely influence consumers to opt for sustainable purchases; 38% of the respondents favoured environmental concerns as their top choice while 29% leaned towards better treatment of factory workers. Brand sustainability efforts and staff treatment were ranked third and fourth respectively with figures of 18% and 15 % each as, per the respondent’s selections shown in Figure 30. 

The results of this inquiry, on preferred buying choices echo the sentiments expressed in Question 11 regarding the definition of fashion; environmental concerns ranked highest while social sustainability factors, like the welfare of factory workers, came in second place in both instances.
[bookmark: _Toc178985764]4.2.4 Communication Between Fast Fashion Brands and Consumers

The remaining survey questions prompted respondents to detail any interactions they had with ASOS, H&M, and Primark, to allow for a deeper understanding if how they perceive brick-and-mortar stores to be of different value than online.  Question 12 delved how interested respondents were in keeping up with news and global matters such as sustainability. 48% of those surveyed felt well-informed about events and news updates. In contrast, only a small percentage (4%) indicated that they lacked interest, in staying updated with the news. The second common response selected by 27% of the survey participants was their worry regarding poverty and lack, in the world. Further assessment revealed that 43% of the respondents favoured receiving updates from fashion brands 'once a week', followed by 28% who opted for 'every 2 3 days’. However, 16% indicated a preference to not receive communication from fashion brands. 

In the survey participants were asked to share instances of communication, from fashion brands supporting sustainability. The responses were grouped based on the themes, with the vast majority reporting they had not received such communication, while 8% responded to say they had but offered no elaboration. In the instances reported where they had encountered information about sustainability, from fashion brands, the common category mentioned was 'recycling'. It's important to note that based on the information shared with consumers by brands their top sustainable priorities are recycling first followed by fabric sustainability and then environment and social sustainability, in that order. This differs from what consumers prioritize. With the environment being their concern and social sustainability coming in place. 

When looking at ASOS and Primark alongside H&M in terms of sustainability ratings, in a survey conducted by respondents about fashion brands’ practices toward the environment and social responsibility issues. It was found that H&M was perceived as the sustainable at 52%. Surprisingly though 29% almost a third of those surveyed didn't find any of these brands eco-conscious or socially responsible enough to be considered sustainable in their eyes. Enough though when asked if their perceptions would change if sustainable clothing lines were integrated into their current collections. A majority of 62%, over half of the respondents, mentioned that it would indeed impact their views positively.

[bookmark: _Toc178985765]5.0 Conclusions 

The study focused on examining how fast fashion influences sustainability, through consumer behaviour and fashion brand communication efforts in today’s market. The analysis of three leading fast fashion brands, ASOS, H&M and Primark were examined to determine if there were any differences among consumer preferences regarding sustainability.  Each of the three fashion brands has embraced sustainability to a certain extent. Findings from the research suggest neither the physical store or the online realm of shopping directly influences consumers’ perceptions of sustainability.  Further analysis identified despite increasing worries about environmental issues among generations the research discovered consumers prioritise their clothing purchases upon factors such as price and easy access to fashion, over sustainability.

The rise of platforms has revolutionised the way we engage with fashion trends quickly and easily – allowing shoppers to browse anytime and anywhere while offering a variety of affordable clothing options (Escobar et al.,2019). Each of the three fashion brands has embraced sustainability to a certain extent. In today’s world, social media plays a role by placing a spotlight on appearances and fuelling the popularity of fashion items (Nash & Hakala, 2017). This trend has notably propelled the expansion of fashion with the number of clothing items sold in the United Kingdom showing an annual increase (Walker, 2017). 

The importance of this study lies in understanding the reasons driving customer and brand actions and the impact of their interactions, on each other’s behaviour, from a communication perspective. The methodology outlined took a positivist approach in analysing to serve as a foundation, for developing recommendations to assist 'fashion brands in enhancing their messaging related to sustainability, which is detailed below. 
[bookmark: _Toc178985766]6.0 Recommendations

Brands should remain mindful not to exaggerate their sustainability efforts, and instead use language that connects with their customers to express their stance, even if there are areas that still need addressing.  It is therefore essential to communicate with caution and honesty to foster a transparent approach to maintain brand trust and enhance customer loyalty 

Brands should leverage their platforms to connect with consumers to develop awareness of sustainability issues. Once brands acknowledge the importance of sustainability and make adjustments to their practices it will lay the foundation for communication of future sustainability initiatives. Educating consumers about practices through brand platforms can empower them to make environmentally conscious purchases leading to benefits, for everyone involved in the process. 
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