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[bookmark: _Toc235108153]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc235108154]1.1 Background of the Study.
The concept of the fast-fashion business is premised on items that are quickly moving, cheap retail, constantly changing to new styles, a model that despite ongoing reports of severe environmental and social hurt in the entire textile supply chain has been frequently associated with the low-cost model (Zhang, Zhang and Zhou, 2021). With the rise in understanding of such impacts, the UK fast-fashion retailers have moved towards the sustainability marketing type, informing consumers of environmental promises via websites, product labels, advertising campaigns and social media (de Jong, Harkink and Barth, 2018). This type of communication aims at assuring consumers who are conscious of the environment and also differentiation of brands in a highly competitive market. But these claims and assertions of sustainability have been accompanied by an equal increase in consumer scepticism with the perception that many are vague, unsubstantiated or deliberately hyperbolic instead of reflective of actual shifts in practice (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc235108155]1.2 Research Problem
Despite most of the UK fast-fashion-companies in an active campaign to support sustainability, consumers have started doubting the effectiveness of their purported environmental efforts. Perceived greenwashing has been demonstrated to hurt green brand trust and to raise doubt towards environmental advertising in general (Chen and Chang, 2013; Policarpo et al., 2023). This presents a no-go area to brands: a communication of sustainability with the aim of instilling trust can instead undermine it when it is used as a way of manipulation or self-interest. 
[bookmark: _Toc235108156]1.3 Research Gap
The current literature on greenwashing research is quantitative and mostly survey-based, where perceived greenwashing is the dependent variable in structural models (Policarpo et al., 2023; Do et al., 2025). Although such studies provide useful statistical correlations of greenwashing perception, trust and purchase intent, they provide little understanding of what goes on in the lived interpretive judgement of consumer as they make such judgements. Little research has utilised qualitative designs on UK fast-fashion consumers, and little of that utilised quantifiable consumer discourse as found in nature that is publicly accessible, as opposed to survey or interview data elicited by researchers (Hatley, 2021). This work fills these gaps by inductively and qualitatively analysing data on needs of consumers (based on thematic analysis) using a interview approach.
[bookmark: _Toc235108157]1.4 Research Aim
To explore how UK fast-fashion consumers perceive sustainability marketing claims and how perceived greenwashing influences their brand trust, scepticism and purchase attitudes.
[bookmark: _Toc235108158]1.5 Research Objectives
1. To examine how UK consumers interpret sustainability claims made by fast-fashion brands through websites, labels and social media.
1. To identify the key factors that lead consumers to perceive fast-fashion sustainability messages as greenwashing.
1. To analyse how perceived greenwashing affects consumer trust, brand scepticism and future purchase intention.
[bookmark: _Toc235108159]1.6 Research Questions
1. How do UK fast-fashion consumers interpret sustainability claims made by fashion brands?
1. What factors lead consumers to perceive fast-fashion sustainability marketing as greenwashing?
1. How does perceived greenwashing influence consumer trust and purchase intention?
[bookmark: _Toc235108160]1.7 Significance of the Study
The study is academically relevant to the greenwashing, sustainability marketing and consumer behaviour literatures because it provides a qualitative theorisation to an area which is still more quantitative (de Jong, Huluba and Beldad, 2020). In practice, the results can assist fast-fashion retailers and marketing managers in formulating more transparent and believable sustainability communication plans, minimizing the risk of a consumer backlash related to perceived greenwashing (Persakis et al., 2025). In the case of consumers, the study can be used to help consumers be more aware of the communicative strategies, which are a part of greenwashing, thus making more informed buying decisions.


[bookmark: _Toc235108161]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc235108162]2.1 Fast Fashion and Green Marketing
Fast fashion can be characterized by brief production cycles, a high rate of new collections and cheap and trendy clothes, the model is identified as a significant ecological expenditure in extracting raw materials, manufacturing and recycling of the appliances (Zhang, 2020). To counter growing environmental and social criticism, green marketing is moving to the frontline strategic weapon by which fast-fashion brands are trying to indicate environmental responsibility to consumers by sustainability marketing, also known as green marketing, the incorporation of corporate social responsibility communication and ESG disclosure (de Jong, Harkink and Barth, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc235108163]2.2 Greenwashing: What, Categorization and Reasons
Generally, greenwashing is described as a gap between the reporting and actual performance of a firm in regard to its environment (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020). Expanding upon the typology of environmental performance and communication that Delmas and Burbano employed, de Jong, Harkink and Barth (2018) differentiate between organisations in terms of the extent to which a behaviour is considered green and the extent at which communication of said behaviour is vocal. Systematic reviews additionally distinguish between firm-level and product-level greenwashing, and distinction between claim-based greenwashing, which is vague, ambiguous or false, and executional greenwashing, which is applied through visual or sensory representations, like a depiction of nature, to produce deceptive environmental impressions (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020). In the area of fashion in particular, greenwashing has been linked to such practices as disclosure of limited interests in various green projects and dependency on unclear green labelling (Diaz-Bustamante-Ventisca et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc235108164]2.3 Consumer Perception, Trust and Scepticism
The baseline study by Chen and Chang (2013) developed that perceived greenwashing leads to green consumer confusion and perceived risk, which ultimately helps to erode green trust. This effect has since been recreatable and generalized to product categories, such as clothing: Policarpo et al. (2023) found that perceived greenwashing mediates the negative impact of social cynicism on trust in a green clothing company among Australian consumers, and Diaz-Bustamante-Ventisca et al. (2024) have found that perceived greenwashing mediates the negative effect of social cynicism on trust in a green clothing brand among Spanish consumers, with the same effect being that sustainability content is communicated via advertising or influencer platforms. The Persuasion Knowledge Model has also been used to explain consumer scepticism of environmental claims on the basis that cognitive schemes used by consumers to identify a persuasive intention are triggering resistance and mistrust instead of the desired positive effect in instances where the sustainability message is perceived as manipulative (Friestad and Wright, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc235108165]2.4 Purchase Intention and Consumer Behaviour
In addition to trust, perceived greenwashing has been found to negatively affect purchase intention and positive word of mouth. Do et al. (2025) established a moderating role of the greenwash perception on the association of green marketing antecedents with purchase intention of consumers (Generation Z) in the fashion category, whereas Ha (2022) established its role in undermining green brand equity based on diminished brand image, satisfaction, and trust. Such results imply a cross-cutting tendency between contexts: eposodically perceived greenwashing interferes with the trust-based channel.
[bookmark: _Toc235108166]2.5 Theoretical Framework
The paper is based on two theory perspectives that complement one another. Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright, 2014), describes how consumers assess the truthfulness of sustainability promises and scepticism when the persuasive intent is perceived. The signalling theory (Connelly et al., 2011) is used to understand the failure of ambiguous or unsubstantiated claims of sustainability to serve as credible inferences into the underlying environmental performance because they cannot be checked by consumers themselves. A combination of these frameworks offers a prism on understanding how consumers of the UK fast-fashion considered the credibility of brand communication in the thematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc235108167]2.6 Research Gap Revisited
There are already quantitative studies that prove that perceived greenwashing harms both trust and purchase intention and typologies explain the types of greenwashing that can be perceived (Policarpo et al., 2023; Do et al., 2025). What is not so extensively studied is the interpretation part of the process itself: the cues of particular attributes that make UK consumers categorize a statement as greenwashing, at the very first instance, especially in the context of naturally occurring talk rather than researcher-administered tools (Hatley, 2021). 


[bookmark: _Toc235108168]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc235108169]3.1 Research Philosophy
Given that this study aims to examine consumers' subjective meaning about sustainability claims, rather than to test hypotheses, an interpretivist philosophy was employed ( Chen and Chang, 2013). Themes emerge from the participants' own accounts, and not imposed by prior theory - an inductive approach is used.
[bookmark: _Toc235108170]3.2 Research Design and Methodological Justification
This study uses a qualitative primary research design, focusing on semi-structured interviews with 15 UK fast-fashion consumers, using the method of thematic analysis set out by Braun and Clarke (2006). This directly addresses the research questions, which call for consumers' own reasoning and interpretive judgment as opposed to inferences from online text (Hatley, 2021). The semi-structured approach to interviewing allows for the cue, feelings and justifications to be explored in ways that would not be possible in a naturally occurring discourse because the questions could be modified to fit the individual's experience while maintaining the structure of the interview guide for comparability (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Thematic analysis complements this as it is flexible based on theory and is well suited to making sense of a moderate qualitative data set and is able to capture patterned meaning that is still in participants' own words (Braun and Clarke, 2006; 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc235108171]3.3 Data Collection Method
The data will be gathered by semi-structured interviews that will be done online using video calls, each 30-45 minutes long. The interview guide will be open-ended questions related to the three objectives, followed by follow-up probes for depth (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009), such as questions related to awareness of sustainability marketing, specific distrusted claims, and effects on purchasing behaviour. Interviews will be audio-recorded with the consent of the participants and transcribed verbatim to capture the language used by the participants, which is crucial for accurate coding. This means that this approach allows for consumers' interpretive judgement to be accessed directly from the researcher, which addresses the gap identified by Hatley (2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235108172]3.4 Sampling, Participants, and Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
A purposive sample of 15 fast-fashion consumers based in the UK will be recruited through social media and university networks, based on information power – that richly relevant participants justify a small number (Malterud, Siersma and Guassora, 2016). Inclusion criteria: Aged 18 or over, resident of the UK and buys fast fashion clothing at least once a month, can discuss claims made in sustainability marketing. Inclusion and exclusion criteria: Exclusion criteria are not to have conflicts of interest, not to be a non-UK resident, and not to have an English language barrier, as the interviews will be conducted and analysed in English.
[bookmark: _Toc235108173]3.5 Data Analysis
Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase thematic analysis will be used to analyse transcripts, which include familiarising, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and writing the report. Using NVivo will facilitate systematic coding and cross case comparison of themes of interpretation, greenwashing cues, trust, and purchase intention, which allows for the identification of common and conflicting meaning within the 15 accounts while maintaining the narrative depth of the research (Braun and Clarke, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc235108174]3.6 Validity and Reliability
The following criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability will be used to demonstrate trustworthiness. Purposive sampling of participants who are information rich and member checking of interpretations adds to the credibility of the study. A thorough audit trail of decisions made in coding and reflexive notes that demonstrate the interpretive role of the researcher, supports dependability and confirmability. The transferability is facilitated by providing a thick description of the context, yet results are not statistically generalisable across the 15 participants.
[bookmark: _Toc235108175]3.7 Ethical Considerations
Data collection will be preceded by University ethics approval. Informed written consent will be obtained, informed about the purpose of the study and informed of their right to withdrawal without any concerns. The anonymity will be maintained using pseudonyms and recordings and transcripts will be kept securely, in line with the UK GDPR and only accessed by the researcher and destroyed upon the end of the retention period.
[bookmark: _Toc235108176]4. Expected Findings
Thematic analysis is anticipated to bring out themes, including consumer confusion on sustainability statements that are ambiguous or unsupported, and explicit accusations of greenwashing, a loss of consumer confidence in brands and increased scepticism, decreased purchasing intention, requests for more transparency, and the use of third-party sustainability labels as a trust signal. Since data are not based on ready-made text, it is hoped that findings will provide deeper understanding of the reasons, emotions and personal purchasing histories that underlie these judgements. The results will complement the existing predominantly quantitative research on greenwashing by providing an example of how consumers in the UK interpret sustainability communication from fast fashion as credible or deceptive (Policarpo et al., 2023; Do et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc235108177]5. Limitations
The small number of participants (N=15) is suitable given the need for in-depth qualitative interviewing but it does not support statistical generalisability beyond the sample (Malterud, Siersma and Guassora, 2016). Self-report data could be susceptible to social desirability bias, with participants possibly reporting higher levels of scepticism over greenwashing than they feel they truly do. Results also may not be applicable to other markets or product categories or to UK fast-fashion consumers generally. Due to the dissertation time frame, the number of interviews that are possible is limited. These will be minimised by clear reporting on sampling criteria and reflexive analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc235108178]6. Timeframe
The proposed research schedule is presented below.
Below is a professional Gantt chart table suitable for inclusion in an MBA dissertation proposal.
	Activity
	W1
	W2
	W3
	W4
	W5
	W6
	W7
	W8
	W9
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	Topic approval and refinement of research aim, objectives and research questions
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature search and critical review of peer-reviewed sources
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Writing of the literature review and theoretical framework
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Identification, collection and screening of data 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Coding and thematic analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Writing of findings and discussion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Final editingand proofreading
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



[bookmark: _Toc235108179]7. Conclusion
Sustainability marketing has become a major aspect of fast-fashion branding in the UK and there is growing consumer scepticism about its authenticity, which is encapsulated in the term “greenwashing”. Previous studies show that consumers' perception of greenwashing adversely influences their trust and purchase intention, but these studies are mostly quantitative in design and do not incorporate much of the interpretive reasoning of consumers. This study seeks to fill that gap by examining the judgements consumers make about greenwashing from a primary study that adopts an interpretivist and inductive approach with 15 UK consumers and thematic analysis methodology developed by Braun and Clarke (2006) to offer insight into how consumers make judgements on greenwashing.
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