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executive summary

Sustainable choices and behaviours are becoming ever more important in 
our daily lives in all domains of consumption. This report focuses specifically 
on the consumption of textile fashion by young consumers in five different 
countries by focusing on two consumption phases, the purchase phase and 
the discard phase, in addition to examining sustainability issues. The five 
countries are Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, the UK and the US.

The purpose of this report is twofold:

a) To describe the current fashion consumption of young consumers and 
sustainability related attitudes and knowledge; and 

b) To compare attitudes, knowledge and behaviour between consumers 
with different levels of awareness and commitment towards sustainability 
using a 2014 survey comprising 6,388 consumers, 16-35 years of age, in five 
countries.

Young consumers’ purchasing behaviour
Female consumers are more likely to purchase clothing more frequently 
(except for mail orders and swapping, where the frequency is the same 
for male and female respondents) and 46% of young women (16-35 years 
of age) buy clothes at least monthly. At the same time, there is no visible 
difference in purchasing patterns between genders in the UK and the US. 
Frequency decreases with age, with consumers under the age of 20 repre-
senting 43% of monthly buyers and consumers 31–35 years of age represen-
ting 34% of these buyers. Not surprisingly, income level has a substantial 
effect on purchase frequency. For example 35% of low-income respondents 
buy clothes at least once a month, while over 60% of high-income respon-
dents do. In the country comparison, the UK shows a significantly higher 
share of consumers who buy even more frequently, with more than 10% of 
UK consumers buying new clothes weekly (a minimum of 52 items per year) 
and an additional 40% who buy monthly.

Online purchase of clothing is the most frequently used acquisition channel 
among young consumers, while shopping malls and supermarkets – both 
equally frequently used – come next on the list. The survey shows that se-
cond-hand shops and swaps, which represent the most sustainable routes, 
are the least commonly used shopping channels. 

Respondents in Sweden reported significantly lower usage of online shop-
ping and supermarkets than the other four countries in our study, with 
shopping malls being the preferred venue for young Swedish consumers. In 
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the UK, there is a substantially higher acquisition frequency online and on 
the high street than the average. In Germany, supermarkets are indisputa-
bly the most commonly used way to purchase clothing, followed by online 
shopping and shopping malls. All three acquisition channels are used much 
more often in Germany than in any other country. Young consumers in the 
US use all of the acquisition channels at an average rate, with the excep-
tion of high street shopping. Respondents from the Netherlands reported 
high street shopping as the most frequent, followed by shopping malls and 
online shopping.

The average monthly spending on clothing was SEK 453, with a modest dif-
ference among male (SEK 448) and female (SEK 457) consumers. In the US 
(due to lower prices) and in the Netherlands young consumers spend less 
than in the other countries. 

Purchasing behaviour:
•	 The average consumer prefers shopping malls
•	 Female consumers purchase clothes more frequently
•	 Average monthly expenditures are about SEK 448 for males and SEK 

457 for females
•	 46% of female respondents buy clothing at least monthly
•	 Online purchase of clothing is the most frequently used acquisition 

channel for young consumers
•	 After online shopping, shopping malls and supermarkets are with 

almost equal frequency
•	 Acquisition channels vary across countries

Purchasing behaviour and values
Women value the hedonic aspects of clothes shopping more than men, 
while there is no difference in utilitarian shopping motives (i.e. rational, 
functional shopping). Consumers with higher income levels also affected 
by hedonic shopping motives more than others. When comparing countries, 
hedonic shopping values differ significantly. In the UK and in the US clothing 
has a higher importance regarding the fashion function and expressing 
individuality, while these factors have less influence in the Netherlands. 
Fashionability and individuality as functions of clothing receive greater at-
tention among people who tend to buy clothes more frequently. 

While materialistic values do not significantly differ between male and fe-
male consumers, they do decrease slightly with age. Possessions as defining 
success are rated significantly lower in Sweden and in the Netherlands, 
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which indicates that clothes are not as important there for showing social 
status or position. Acquisition as a way of pursuing happiness is higher in 
the UK and in the US.

At the same time, consumers who follow the latest fashion trends and who 
view clothing as a status symbol are also more frequent buyers, but their 
average monthly spending does not differ from utilitarian or less materia-
listic consumers. The difference might rather be found in the quality (price) 
and the quantity of the items purchased.
 

Purchasing behaviour and values:
•	 In the UK and in the US fashion and individuality functions of 

clothing have greater importance for young consumers
•	 Materialistic values play a smaller roll with age
•	 Fashion and individuality functions of clothing exert less influence 

in the Netherlands compared to the UK and the US
•	 Consumers who follow the latest fashion trends and view clothing 

as a status symbol are also more frequent buyers, but their average 
monthly spending does not differ from utilitarian or less materialis-
tic consumers

•	 A gap exists between environmental and social awareness and pur-
chasing behaviour 

Purchasing behaviour and the environment
The highest level of environmental concern was measured in the US, fol-
lowed by Sweden and was the lowest in the Netherlands. Women and older 
age groups are more concerned about environmental issues. Respondents 
with a high income and higher education also reported a greater level of 
concern about the environment. Surprisingly, people who buy clothes more 
frequently are also more conscious about the environment. Environmentally 
conscious consumers are more likely to choose unique and less mainstream 
clothing to express their individuality.

The majority of young consumers in the five countries have the perception 
that sustainable clothing is not yet widely available, which indicates that 
currently the spread and mainstreaming of sustainable clothing must not 
only be promoted more strongly to increase consumer trust and confidence 
in manufacturers, products and labelling, but also to make it more availa-
ble, accessible and affordable.

The awareness score for label use and knowledge is below the midpoint 
values in all five countries, which indicates that sustainability labels are not 
well known or understood and are therefore often not taken into consi-
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deration when making a purchasing decision. Label use alone was above 
the midpoint, however, in Sweden and in the UK, which indicates that 
consumers who are aware of labels take them into account when purcha-
sing clothes. In the other three countries labels generally do not influence 
purchasing decisions.

People who purchase clothes more frequently are more likely to take 
environmental issues into consideration during the decision phase. The 
environmental and/or social impacts of clothing are considered ‘often’ or 
‘always’ by approximately 12% of young consumers, ‘sometimes’ by 33% 
and ‘never’ by 26%. While there is no correlation with age in our survey, 
consumers with a high income and/or higher education take the environ-
mental and/or social impacts into consideration to a significantly higher 
degree. In the Netherlands over 40% of young consumers never think about 
(un)sustainable clothing, which is in significant contrast to the other four 
countries, where approximately 20% do. With regard to average monthly 
spending and taking environmental and/or social impacts into considera-
tion, Sweden spends less the more frequently the impacts are considered, 
whereas spending increases in Germany, the UK and the US.

While collaborative consumption has yet to take hold in the mainstream 
fashion industry, initiatives based on sharing, lending, borrowing and other 
forms of collective use have mushroomed in recent years. The frequency of 
sharing is related to sustainable apparel consumption. In Sweden and the 
Netherlands the correlation between the two is rather week, while in the US 
and in the UK the association is moderate/strong, which indicates that in 
these two countries acquisition is more often substituted with sharing. In 
the UK, the frequency of sharing is higher for consumers who are aware of 
and take labels into account during purchasing decisions.

Reuse, recycle and discard
The discard phase covers consumer attitudes towards recycling/discarding, 
channels frequently used for discarding, and motives for discarding clothes. 
Despite the high awareness of environmental and social issues in the pur-
chasing process, this awareness does not seem to translate into the discard 
phase. When it comes to the disposal of clothing, the average consumer has 
a positive attitude towards donating clothing and usually passes it on to 
family and friends or donates it to charity.

The majority of consumers think that textile recycling is important, but the 
level of usage of disposal methods shows that recycling textiles is not really 
popular. Women are more interested in and committed to recycling, which 
is also the case for older age groups (within the studied age group of 16-35 
years) and those with a higher income. Frequent buyers are less interested 
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in recycling, the majority of them viewing it as a hassle. Garage sales and 
swapping are only rarely used, as is the case for in-store recycling. Charity 
donations are more widely used in the UK and in the US, as are garage sales. 
Compared to the other countries, the reuse and modification of textiles is 
more common in Germany. In general, consumers in the UK and in the US 
use more disposal channels.

The reasons why people discard clothes in certain ways vary slightly 
between countries. In almost all countries the most frequently mentioned 
reason for disposal was “clothing was not wasted. Approximately 50% of 
consumers mentioned charity reasons and around 20% mention initial 
costs. These results indicate there is a need to raise awareness in order to 
expand the reuse of clothing.

Stages of change
Finally, the survey presents an alternative approach to consumer segmen-
tation using a concept we call “stages of change”, which divides consumers 
into four groups to gain insight into their level of awareness, knowledge and 
action regarding sustainable fashion consumption. These four stages are (1) 
pre-contemplation, where people have no intention to change their beha-
viour; (2) contemplation, where people are aware of the problem but have 
not made the commitment to change; (3) preparation, where people intend 
to take action when it is convenient and have already made some effort 
to do so; and (4) action & maintenance, where people have modified their 
behaviour and environment to fulfil their commitment and to work towards 
maintaining that commitment.

Almost 30% of consumers do not take sustainability issues into account 
(stage 1), another 40% are aware, but find it difficult and time consuming 
to behave accordingly (stage 2), while 26% already make an effort if it is 
easy (stage 3) and about 6% consume fashion sustainably (stage 4).
In the highest stage group (stage 4: action & maintenance), male and fe-
male consumers are equally represented. In terms of income and age, distri-

•	 The existing level of environmental/social concerns does not translate 
into reusing or recycling clothing

•	 The average consumer has a positive attitude about donating clothes
•	 The most popular form of disposal is passing clothing on to family 

and friends or to charity
•	 Women, older consumers and higher income groups are more intere-

sted in and committed to recycling
•	 Frequent buyers are less interested and the majority of them think 

recycling is a hassle
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bution follows general patterns and does not differ from other stage groups. 
At the same time, the share of people who work full-time is slightly lower 
and there is a larger number of stay-at-home consumers. The role of indivi-
duality and style consciousness is also more prominent for this group. Stage 
4 consumers are more environmentally conscious and take sustainability 
aspects more into consideration when purchasing clothes, their knowledge 
of labels is also higher than of those in other stage groups. Compared to the 
other countries in our survey, Germany is slightly overrepresented with 9% 
of consumers in the stage 4 group compared to 6%.

The obtained results and information create the impression that the stage 
4 action & maintenance group comprises highly conscious and actively 
purchasing consumers who follow an individualistic style and for whom 
purchasing sustainable clothing signals a certain social position. We can 
also call this group early adopters and both policymakers and businesses 
could use and treat them as ambassadors for sustainable clothing. This 
highly engaged group, defined by high frequency shopping and a high-le-
vel of commitment to environmental issues even when purchasing items, is 
relatively small. Regarding attitudes and habits, the group shows significant 
variance compared to the total population in terms of openness towards 
textile recycling, sharing products and environmentally conscious and 
environmentally friendly behaviour in general. At the same time, they are 
frequent and hedonic shoppers.

Stage 4: Action & maintenance:
People in stage 4, i.e. consumers with exceptionally high levels of aware-
ness, knowledge and action regarding sustainable consumption:

•	 Are similar to all other groups socio-demographically
•	 Comprise 6% of all young consumers
•	 Are more environmentally conscious and take sustainability 

aspects more into consideration when purchasing clothing
•	 Have a greater knowledge about labels than the stage 1-3 groups
•	 Have a higher than average income and an overrepresentation of 

highly educated people 
•	 Vary significantly compared to the entire population in terms of 

openness to textile recycling, sharing products and environmen-
tally conscious and environmentally friendly behaviour in general.
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point of departure

In this report we present findings from a consumer survey carried out in four 
European countries and the US designed to explore young people’s fashion 
consumption attitudes and behaviour. The data we obtained has allowed us 
to analyse the variation in attitudes towards sustainable fashion consump-
tion across the countries investigated. The current report expands on the 
Mistra Future Fashion Report on fashion consumption and sustainability 
among young Swedish consumers (Gwozdz et al., 2013). The aim is to contri-
bute to a better understanding of consumers’ fashion-related behaviour, 
with a particular focus on the identification of early adopters of sustainable 
fashion, i.e. the focus is to identify what makes them become sustainable 
fashion pioneers compared to mainstream consumers. The understanding 
gained from our analysis has enabled us to identify entry points for promo-
ting sustainable fashion consumption.	

Young consumers have an important role and position in European poli-
cymaking when it comes to sustainability (European Commission, 2008). 
This group is perceived as having high potential regarding innovation and 
as having the ability to serve as catalysts for leading the transition towards 
sustainable lifestyles. They can serve as change agents and key players in 
empowering people to make radical changes in their lives (Fien et al., 2008). 
Having experienced cultural changes and the socio-cultural environment 
of various time periods, the youngest generation has been socialised with 
different values compared to older generations (Twenge et al., 2012). At the 
same time, the consumption patterns of the younger generation are predic-
ted to have a higher burden on the environment than current generations 
do as the younger generation is considered to be the most consumption 
oriented (Sullivan and Heitmeyer, 2008). These contrasting generational 
approaches to consumption should probably not come as a surprise. The 
consumption patterns and habits of young people and their relationship to 
sustainability are characterised by contradiction and dissension. In part, 
this is symptomatic of the fluidity of youth identities and the shifting prio-
rities that characterise this group (Skelton and Valentine, 1998; Valentine, 
2003; Worth, 2009).

Young consumers have a high environmental awareness and consider the 
environmental impacts of textile production to some extent when purchas-
ing clothes. These considerations, however, do not necessarily translate into 
action and other factors, such as the price of the clothing, the price-qua-
lity relationship, or the style and fit, might be valued more than sustaina-
bility. This attitude-behaviour gap is visible not only in the case of young 
consumers but in all age groups and across various consumption fields and 
product categories, such as food, housing and personal mobility (e.g. Faber 

Point of departure
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point of departure

et al., 2012). This gap between attitude and behaviour becomes appa-
rent across different consumption phases from purchasing to discarding. 
Keeping this in mind, the purpose of this report is to:

a) Describe current fashion consumption behaviour, attitudes, motivation 
and other personal factors related to fashion consumption among young 
consumers in five countries: Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, the UK and 
the US. To date, only a few large-scale, representative studies examining 
fashion consumption in relation to sustainability have been conducted and 
published. Our findings thus shed more light on how young consumers pur-
chase and discard their clothes across countries.

b) Identify consumers who already consume fashion sustainably. This report 
focuses on who these consumers are in the countries under study and what 
differentiates them from less aware consumers. These comparisons will be 
carried out along two consumption phases: purchasing (including pre-pur-
chase) and discarding.
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structure of the report at a glance

This section provides a summary of the structure of the remainder of the 
report. : Prior to this section an executive summary outlining the report was 
presented followed by a description of the aim and rationale of the research. 

Chapters 1 and 2 define the terms sustainable consumption, fashion 
consumption, sustainable fashion consumption, young consumers, and 
young consumers and sustainable fashion consumption. Additionally, some 
background literature is presented. Thus these two chapters provide back-
ground information on how key aspects have been defined as well as on how 
the various terms fit together.

Chapter 3 describes the questionnaire survey, the data collection and the 
resulting sample.

Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 8 present findings for the trajectory of the purcha-
se phase (chapters 4, 5, 6) and the discard phase (chapter 8). Structured 
similarly, these four chapters begin with an introduction to the respective 
consumption phase and then provide an overview of relevant topics that 
have been measured. Next, focus is put on individual topics within one 
consumption phase, where the background and relevance of the topic are 
presented followed by an introduction to the actual measurement of the 
topic. Finally the results and country comparisons are presented. 

Chapter 7 compares different consumer segments grouped based on their 
awareness, knowledge and commitment towards sustainable fashion 
consumption. Structured differently than the three preceding chapters, this 
chapter begins by introducing a consumer segmentation concept that we 
call stages of change, which is an alternative approach to consumer seg-
mentation that goes beyond the usual demographic factors. The consumer 
segments are then compared along the consumption phases, with special 
attention paid to the topics presented in the previous chapters.

Chapter 9, the last part of this report, provides a summary of the entire 
report.

Methodology
If possible and when available, validated and reliable scales were used to 
measure relevant topics. At the beginning of each chapter there is an over-
view of the scales, while the Appendix lists the sources for each one. In some 
cases, existing, validated scales had to be adjusted to the context and time 
constraints. These changes are addressed in the respective chapters where 

Structure of the report at a glance
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the scales are used. Unless indicated otherwise, a Likert scale ranging from 
1 ‘completely disagree’ to 5 ‘completely agree’ is used.

The findings are presented by the mean, the standard deviation (SD), and 
the minimum and the maximum. The mean represents the average, for ex-
ample the average age of respondents. The SD describes how much respon-
dents deviate from the mean (i.e. whether there a wide variety of answers 
or whether respondents agree). The minimum and the maximum provide 
the lowest and the highest answer category in the sample, which provides a 
gauge for interpreting the mean and the SD.

Additionally we carried out group and country comparisons. In chapters 4 to 
8, we compared behaviour, attitudes, motivation and other personal factors 
based on socio-demographics and country. We also compare consumer 
segments that differ in their commitment to sustainable fashion consump-
tion (mainly chapter 7). Statistical testing was carried out depending on the 
nature of the data, including t-tests and non-parametric testing, as well as 
an analysis of variance (ANOVA). Differences are only reported when statis-
tically significant (p<.05).
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sustainable consumption 
and sustainable fashion 
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Chapter 1
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sustainable fashion consumption

Sustainable consumption: A general understanding
Before examining the sustainability of fashion consumption we will provide 
a brief introduction to the basic concepts used in this report. 

The negative consequences of material consumption – characterised by the 
overconsumption of industrialised countries and the growing consumption 
levels of post-socialist countries – on the environment and society were first 
highlighted over four decades ago in the report Limits to Growth (Meadows 
and Meadows, 1972) by the global think tank Club of Rome. The World 
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) did not put it on its 
agenda until 15 years later (WCED, 1987) and it appeared on the Rio Earth 
Summit agenda in 1992, followed by the Johannesburg Summit in 2002 and 
then the Marrakech Process, including the 10 Year Framework of Program-
mes on Sustainable Consumption and Production, all of which have resulted 
in various regional and global initiatives. The European Council identified 
sustainable consumption and production as one of the seven key priorities 
for the EU in its new EU Sustainable Development Strategy.

Sustainable consumption and production have gained significant attention 
on the international and national policy agenda, with emphasis being put 
on achieving major changes in existing consumption patterns and lifestyles. 
The original term, sustainable consumption, stems from the Oslo Declara-
tion, where it is defined as “the use of goods and services that respond to 
basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimising the use of 
natural resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants 
over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardise the needs of future generations” 
(Norwegian Ministry of the Environment, 1995). Currently it is a concept 
that comprises competing discourses (Hobson, 2006) with differing views 
on whether and to what extent it calls for consuming more efficiently, 
consuming differently or consuming less (Jackson, 2006). The discourse 
around sustainable consumption calls for a deeper understanding of cur-
rent lifestyles and the drivers of current consumption patterns, behaviours 
and the satisfaction of our needs, habits, routines and consumer decision 
making (Jackson, 2005; Shove, 2003; Reisch, 2009). According to Spaarga-
ren the “lifestyle of each individual is constructed from a series of building 
blocks – corresponding to the set of social practices an individual invokes 
when pursuing his or her everyday life” (2003, p. 689). In order to better 
align the term with the everyday life of individuals, sustainable consump-
tion has now been re-defined as sustainable lifestyles (United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP), 2010). 

1. Sustainable consumption and  
fashion consumption



Report on Young Consumers 2014     13         

Chapter 1 – sustainable consumption and  
sustainable fashion consumption

Sustainable lifestyles refers to a broader set of activities, including inter-
personal relationships, leisure activities, education, sports and material 
consumption (from the purchase and use of products to the interaction of 
and dealing with needs and their satisfaction (Reisch, 2001; Mont, 2007). 
The reason why concentrating on reduction potentials merely from a pro-
duction perspective is not sufficient is exhibited, for example in the case 
of consumer durables, where up to 80% of environmental pollution occurs 
during the use phase (Collaborating Centre on Sustainable Consumption 
and Production (CSCP) and UNEP Division of Technology, Industry and Eco-
nomics (DTIE), 2007). The use phase in the following areas of consumption 
plays a major role in sustainable consumption: housing, food, mobility and 
leisure, information and communication, and clothing and washing (Euro-
pean Environment Agency (EEA) 2005).

Strategies for achieving sustainable development and lifestyles can be divi-
ded into three different groups: efficient, sufficient (Hicks and Kuhndt, 2013; 
Huber, 2000) and consistent lifestyles. Here we will only define the term 
sufficient lifestyles further. The term sufficient lifestyles (Hicks and Kuhndt, 
2013) encompasses a strategy that aims to curb affluent consumption pat-
terns and to improve quality of life, which are often linked to how needs are 
determined. Sufficiency, which proposes a new model of wealth or well-be-
ing, focuses on the self-limitation of material needs and consumption or 
the decision not to consume. This includes, for example the substitution of 
products through services, the collective use of different products, self-pro-
duction, secondary market supply and collaborative consumption (Botsman 
and Rogers, 2010; Reisch, 1999). Examples of sufficient lifestyles on the in-
dividual level are the ‘Voluntary Simplicity’, the ‘Slow Living’ movement and 
the ‘Buy Nothing Day’ campaign, while community level examples include 
transition towns and new community currency schemes. 

In terms of fashion consumption, it is necessary to distinguish between “fa-
shion” and “clothing”. Fashion goes beyond the utility of the clothing and 
the fulfilment of physical needs such as protection. Individuals who consu-
me fashion use it to identify themselves and to communicate their values, 
lifestyle and self to other individuals and groups in society. 

Niinimäki (2010) distinguishes fashion from clothing by referring to its 
symbolic production, while Myers and Biocca (1992) point out that body 
image is a mental construction. According to Solomon and Rabolt (2004) 
and Kawamura (2005), fashion refers to style and dress accepted by a 
large group of people and society; it is the acceptance of certain cultural 
values and is open to rapid changes. Consumers constantly modify their 
preferences based on others’ behaviour, choices and influence (Bentley and 
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Ormerod, 2009). Fashion can be seen as an ongoing process of lifestyle and 
identity construction (Meyer, 2001; Peattie, 2001).

The term sustainable fashion consumption covers a confusing number 
of areas in that “Environmental, ecological, green, sustainable, ethical, 
recycled, organic, and inclusive (universal) fashion and fashion design, as 
terms, co-exist, cross-fertilize, and are readily confused” (Thomas, 2008, 
pp. 525-526). This wide array of terms might generate further confusion and 
scepticism among consumers. According to Shaw and Shiu (2002) it is im-
portant to distinguish green and ethical consumerism, as the latter covers a 
broader scope and requires a more comprehensive decision-making process. 
Niinimäki offers the following definition for “eco-fashion”, a similar term: 
“Clothing that is designed for long lifetime use; it is produced in an ethical 
production system, perhaps even locally; it causes little or no environmental 
impact and makes use of eco-labelled or recycled materials” (2010, p. 152).

The term sustainable fashion has also become a widespread topic in na-
tional and international discourses, with an increasing number of initiati-
ves appearing, such as the NICE Consumer project initiated by the Danish 
Fashion Institute (Eder-Hansen et al., 2012), the Sustainable Clothing Action 
Plan in the UK lead by the Waste & Resources Action Programme (WRAP), 
which aims to improve the sustainability of clothing across its lifecycle, and 
the Higg Index 2.0, which is an indicator-based assessment tool for appa-
rel and footwear products. The working definition for sustainable fashion 
consumption used in the NICE project defines it as “the use of clothing for 
purposes beyond utilitarian needs, including ‘identity making’, which is 
achieved without jeopardizing the ability of future generations to meet their 
needs” and “sustainable fashion consumption is a sub-set of the sustaina-
ble fashion system. It includes consumer attitudes and behaviors that lead 
to reductions in the triple-bottom line (economic, environment and soci-
al) impacts of buying, wearing, caring for, repairing and recycling fashion 
goods. It includes demanding sustainable alternatives, caring for garments 
in less impact intensive ways (e.g. cold wash and line drying clothes) and 
responsible disposal or recycling of obsolete goods” (Eder-Hansen et al., 
2012, p. 11).
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Young consumers: Key to the development of sustainable  
consumption patterns
All environmental problems are directly or indirectly linked to consumption, 
which means today’s consumer behaviour and lifestyles must change (EEA, 
2010). Bringing about this change requires a multi-stage and multi-le-
vel process, from the determination of needs to the disposal of products. 
Young consumers, especially Millennials/Generation Y (people born between 
1982-1999), are the largest group of consumers in the world with a signifi-
cant purchasing power and a high level of personal and financial freedom 
(Yarrow and O’Donnell, 2009). As mentioned previously the consumption 
patterns of the younger generation are predicted to have a higher burden 
on the environment than current generations do as the younger generation 
is considered to be the most consumption oriented (Sullivan and Heitmey-
er, 2008). According to Bakewell and Mitchell (2003), Generation Y females 
have been socialised to be a consumer at an earlier age than older genera-
tions and they spend a considerable amount (two thirds) of their money on 
clothing (Bakewell et al., 2006). A recent study investigating generational 
trends and differences at age 18 between Baby Boomers (born 1943–1961), 
Generation X (1961–1981) and Millennials/Generation Y (1982–1999) (Twenge 
et al., 2013) in the US found that Millennials are not more caring, commu-
nity oriented or active politically than older generations and that their inte-
rest in protecting the environment shows the largest decline. On the other 
hand, they are more committed to and active about volunteering and about 
being involved in community activities (especially at school).

At the same time, this group is perceived as having high potential regarding 
innovation and as having the ability to serve as catalysts for leading the 
transition towards sustainable lifestyles. They can serve as change agents 
and key players in empowering people to make radical changes in their lives 
(Fien et al., 2008). Consumption patterns developed during the early phases 
of consumer socialisation serve as the basis for consumer behaviour during 
adulthood. As a result changing and influencing their consumption beha-
viour is crucial since today’s youth will serve as role models for subsequent 
generations and have an impact on our future development. Having expe-
rienced cultural changes and the socio-cultural environment of various time 
periods, the youngest generation has been socialized with different values 
compared to older generations (Twenge et al., 2012). Generation Y repre-
sents a source for fundamental change and is expected to serve as change 
agents and a catalyst for sustainable consumption patterns (Hume, 2010). 
As Melucci points out, “Young people are the primary subjects of dramatic 
transformations that affect contemporary society and experience them 
most directly. Parents, teachers, and adults can learn about themselves by 
listening to youngsters” (1992, p. 52).

2. Young consumers and sustainable fashion
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Consumers 16 to 35 years of age are the group that is the most open to 
change compared to other generations and are likely to change consumer 
behaviour (Pew Research Center, 2010). As a result, understanding what 
characterises this age group and what interventions might be needed to 
guide their behaviour is of utmost importance.

With the rise of fast fashion – which refers to low-cost fashion with a short 
life cycle that imitates luxury fashion trends – a throw-away attitude is 
growing among consumers (Morgan and Birtwistle, 2009). This trend is 
especially true for younger consumers, who are more keen on following 
and keeping up with the latest fashion craze. At the same time, as Kim and 
Damhorst (1998) report and this report confirms, young consumers are con-
cerned about the environment and the environmental impact of clothing. 
These concerns, however, rarely translate into action when making purcha-
sing decisions. 

Chapter 2 – young consumers and  
sustainable fashion
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Questionnaire development
The questionnaire consisted of two parts: one addressing more gene-
ral fashion consumption and the other focusing on sustainable fashion 
consumption. Questions covered internal factors about consumers, such 
as knowledge, attitudes, existing resources (e.g. time and money), lifestyle 
factors, motivation, social norms and other personal characteristics that 
influence (sustainable) fashion consumption, but also external factors, such 
as perception of the availability, affordability and accessibility of sustaina-
ble clothing alternatives.

The questionnaire – developed in English – builds upon the questionnaire 
developed for the Mistra Future Fashion Report on fashion consumption 
and sustainability among young Swedish consumers (Gwozdz et al., 2013). 
The revised questionnaire contains some new elements, such as a style 
and a fashion consciousness scale, and questions about personal well-be-
ing, stress, depression and anxiety. Finally, GfK (Growth from Knowledge), 
a market research company, translated the English version into German, 
Swedish and Dutch.

Table 1. Overview of the main thematic areas and scales of measurement 
used in the questionnaire

Young 
consumers 
purchasing 
behaviour

Purchasing 
behaviour 
and values

Purchasing 
behaviour 
and the en-
vironment

Trend: Col-
laborative 
consump-
tion

Reuse, 
recycle and 
discard

Well-being

Acquisition 
mode

Shopping 
Values: 
Hedonic 
and Utilita-
rian Values 
Scale

Environ-
mental 
concern

Sharing, 
borrowing, 
renting

Textile 
recycling 
attitudes: 
Disinterest 
Scale and 
Hassle 
Scale

Personal 
well-being

Shopping 
frequency

Function of 
clothing: 
Fashion 
Function 
Scale
and Indi-
viduality 
Function 
Scale

Scepticism 
about en-
vironmental 
product 
claims

Disposal, 
recycling

Depres-
sion Scale, 
Anxiety 
Scale and 
Stress Scale 
(DASS)

3. The survey
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Young 
consumers 
purchasing 
behaviour

Purchasing 
behaviour 
and values

Purchasing 
behaviour 
and the en-
vironment

Trend: Col-
laborative 
consump-
tion

Reuse, 
recycle and 
discard

Well-being

Shopping 
frequency

Fashion 
conscious-
ness

Perceived 
ability to 
promote 
ethical tra-
de (Triple A)

Discarding

Personal 
style cons-
ciousness

Label use 
and know-
ledge

Mate-
rialism: 
Centrality, 
Success and 
Happiness 
Scale

Environme-
ntal apparel 
consump-
tion

Environ-
mental 
clothing 
purchasing 
behaviour

Stages of 
change

 
Data collection, sample description
The data collection was carried out by GfK (Germany, the Netherlands, the 
UK, Sweden) and Qualitrics (US) via computer-assisted web interviewing. 
The target group was consumers 16 to 35 years of age in each country. The 
sample is representative for this age group regarding age, sex, region and 
education. The number of consumers who participated in the survey, which 
was conducted from  April 2014 to June 2014, was 6,388. There were 1,352 
respondents in Sweden; 1,373 in the UK; 1,336 in Germany; 898 in the US; 
and 1,429 respondents in the Netherlands.

According to the statistics on the sample, the US sample has a slightly 
higher share of females and a smaller share of people under the age of 
20. Note that consumers under the age of 18 in the US are not allowed to 
participate in questionnaires without parental consent, which is why the 
minimum age of participants in the US sample is 18. Income distribution 
also shows a difference, where a higher share of US respondents reported 
a monthly income higher than SEK 30,000. The share of students in the US 
sample is significantly lower than in the other countries studied. Respon-
dents from the Netherlands reported a lower and more equally distributed 
income, which may be the result of a higher number of participants who 
work part-time. There is a significant difference in education levels as well. 
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In Sweden almost 60% of respondents have a university degree, while in the 
US and the Netherlands this rate is only 10%.

Table 2. Sample characteristics

The questionnaire also included questions about personal well-being (Inter-
national Wellbeing Group, 2013), stress, depression and anxiety (Lovibond 
and Lovibond, 1995) and showed significant differences for these areas 
based on a self-assessment of the respondents’ own lives. As figure 1 below 
shows, four scales were used to measure the respondents’ current assess-
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ment of well-being, stress, depression and anxiety. Figure 1 shows that there 
is a difference between countries on the average value of the well-being 
scale. The majority of the data for the five countries shows an average of 
around 6.5, while the value is significantly lower in the UK and higher in the 
Netherlands. The depression, stress and anxiety scales indicate significant 
differences between the countries under study. While UK respondents report 
higher levels than average, respondents in the Netherlands feel much less 
stressed, depressed and anxious. Depression, anxiety and stress levels are 
much higher in Anglo-Saxon countries compared to in Sweden and the Ne-
therlands, while Germany lands in the middle of the scale.

Figure 1. Assessment of own life – Personal well-being and depression, 
stress and anxiety

According to the data males and younger age groups are more stressed 
than the average. A few of the reasons why younger people feel more 
stressed may be due to uncertainty about the future, employment difficul-
ties and family issues. Inactive groups, such as the unemployed, also have 
higher stress and anxiety levels. A close analysis of income levels shows that 
respondents with a mid-level income experience less stress and anxiety 
compared to respondents with a low or high income. For the low income 
group the assumption can be made that the higher level of stress, depres-
sion and anxiety are related to a lack of financial security and fear of the 
future, while materialistic values may be the cause for people with a high 
income, which is an issue that will be examined later in this report.
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This chapter covers the early stages of consumption, namely the pre-pur-
chase and purchase phase of sustainable fashion consumption. In addition 
to looking at self-reported fashion-related purchasing behaviour, we also 
examine factors that influence consumer decision making.

Table 3 provides a list of the survey topics and measurement scales used 
to assess the purchase phase as well as the parameters for analysis. The 
Appendix includes a list of references for the scales used). Each of the con-
cepts listed in Table 3 will be discussed in detail in this chapter.

Table 3. Purchase phase – overview of topics and parameters.

Topics /measurement scales Parameters

Reported purchasing behaviour:

Expenditures for clothing Monthly spending on clothing (on 
average)

Shopping frequency Frequency of clothes shopping

Mode of acquisition Frequency of various modes of acquisi-
tion used

Respondents had to indicate their actual purchasing behaviour by self-re-
porting on topics such as expenditures for clothing, frequency of clothes 
shopping, time spent on shopping and where they preferred to shop for 
clothes.

Based on the data on shopping frequency, almost 40% of respondents 
reported buying clothes at least once a month, which means a minimum of 
12 items per year. In the country comparison, the UK shows a significant-
ly higher share of consumers who buy even more frequently. Over 10% of 
consumers in the UK buy new clothes weekly (a minimum of 52 items per 
year) and an additional 40% buy monthly. Respondent in the Netherlands, 
in contrast, purchase clothing less frequently.

4. Young consumers’ purchasing behaviour
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Figure 2. Shopping frequency

There are several socio-demographic characteristics that show significant 
differences in shopping frequency. Female consumers are more likely to 
purchase clothes more frequently, with 46% of female consumers buying 
clothes at least monthly. In the UK and in the US, however, there is no gen-
der difference. Shopping frequency decreases with age. For consumers less 
than 20 years of age more than 43% are monthly buyers, while only 34% of 
31-35-year-olds are. Not surprisingly, income level has a significant effect 
on shopping frequency. Only 35% of low-income respondents buy clothes 
at least monthly, while 60% of individuals with a high income do. The same 
pattern emerges based on employment status data. Inactive groups, for ex-
ample the unemployed, shop less frequently. In summary, young consumers 
have a higher shopping frequency as do consumers with a higher income.

Purchase frequency analysed using well-being and stress scales is also of 
interest. As illustrated in figure 3, personal well-being is rated similarly in 
all purchase frequency groups, although there are significantly lower levels 
on the well-being scale (meaning a disadvantageous or harmful state) for 
the least frequent buyers. This is not related to purchase frequency but to 
income level and employment status. 

The group of weekly buyers, on the other hand, has high levels of stress, 
depression and anxiety. As mentioned previously, respondents with a high 
income reported a high level of depression, anxiety and stress and also a 
high frequency of clothing purchases. This report will not attempt to explain 
the correlation between these dimensions, but this issue could be examined 
in more detail in a future study.
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Figure 3. Self-assessment of own life by shopping frequency

The usage frequency of different modes of acquisition was analysed using 
a new method based on market research practice to compute an average 
value of frequency. This method takes the middle value of each respon-
se category and then calculates an average for the sample, which makes 
differences more visible compared to the method used in the previous study 
(Gwozdz et al., 2013), which counted the average of an ordinal list. In our 
case, the following middle values were used for further calculations: 

•	 “Never” recoded to 0
•	 “1-2 times” recoded to 1.5
•	 “3-5 times” recoded to 4
•	 “6-10 times” recoded to 8
•	 “11-15 times” recoded to 13
•	 “More than 15 times” recoded to 20

Our results show that the online purchase of clothing is the most frequent-
ly used acquisition mode among young consumers. Used with almost the 
same frequency, shopping malls and supermarkets are used the next most. 
Second-hand shops and swaps, which represent the most sustainable rout-
es, are the least commonly used shopping channels. 

A demographic analysis shows that women purchase more frequently, with 
the exception of mail orders and swaps, which are used as frequently by 
men and women. With age, the reported shopping frequency decreases, but 
grows in economically active groups and groups with a higher income. 
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Figure 4. Mean usage frequency of acquisition modes

Country comparisons show that consumers in Sweden report significant-
ly lower usage frequency for online shopping and supermarkets than the 
average. In Sweden, the most frequently used acquisition mode is shopping 
malls. In the UK, high streets are used substantially more compared to the 
average, but not as much as online shopping, which is also used signifi-
cantly more often than in other countries. German consumers show com-
pletely different patterns regarding acquisition modes. Supermarkets are 
indisputably the most frequently used way to purchase clothing, followed 
by online shopping and shopping malls. All three modes are used much 
more often in Germany than in any other country. US consumers use all the 
acquisition modes an approximately average amount, with only high streets 
used less frequently for shopping. Respondents from the Netherlands repor-
ted high street shopping as the most frequent mode, followed by shopping 
malls and online shopping – both with significantly lower frequency than the 
average.
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Figure 5. Usage frequency of acquisition modes – country comparison

The relationships between acquisition modes show moderate correlations 
between: 

1.	 High street shopping, shopping malls and boutiques; 
2.	 Online shopping and mail orders; 
3.	 Swaps, second-hand shops, mail orders and boutiques.
 
Usage frequency for second-hand shops and swaps show a moderate corre-
lation with collaborative consumption and will be described in more detail 
in chapter 6. 

The average monthly spending on clothing is SEK 453, and there is a modest 
difference among male (SEK 448) and female (SEK 457) consumers. Monthly 
spending increases with age, but there is no direct relationship between 
spending and income. Consumers in the two lowest income groups spend 
a considerably lower amount (SEK 390) compared to mid- and high-level 
income groups (around SEK 550 monthly).
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Figure 6. Average monthly spending on clothing (SEK)

The country comparison shows significant differences. In the US and in the 
Netherlands consumers spend less than in the other three countries. In the 
US this is due to lower prices as the purchase frequency is average. In the 
Netherlands purchase frequency is much lower, which can be explained by 
lower monthly spending.
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Table 4. Purchasing behaviour and values – overview of concept and 
meaning

Topics /measurement scales Parameters

Materialistic versus post-materialistic 
values

Importance of materialistic values in 
purchasing clothes

Hedonic and utilitarian shopping values Consumers view shopping either as work 
or fun

Functions of clothing Functions of clothing – understanding 
how consumers choose their clothing

Personal style consciousness Examination of the extent to which per-
sonal style is taken into account when 
purchasing clothes

Fashion consciousness Examination of why and how people 
clothes shop

 
Hedonic and utilitarian shopping
Utilitarian shopping is when shopping is viewed as being rational and func-
tional, while hedonic shopping is motivated by the individual’s emotional 
needs and is done for enjoyment and fun, which reflects the entertainment 
value of shopping linked to emotional arousal (Babin et al., 1994; Holbrook 
and Hirschman, 1982). Environmentally friendly or sustainable fashion is of-
ten considered as a new fashion style, suggesting that consumers following 
the latest fashion trends are more open to eco-friendly clothing, which 
means they try it out faster, often because it is fun and the most up-to-da-
te (Gam, 2011). 

Measurement: The Hedonic and Utilitarian Shopping Values Scale developed 
by Babin et al. (1994) reflects the degree to which consumers experience 
shopping as hedonic and/or utilitarian. Two examples of questions used to 
identify hedonic and/or utilitarian shopping are:

1.	 Hedonic: Compared to other things I could have done, the time spent 
shopping was truly enjoyable.

2.	 Utilitarian: While shopping, I found just the item(s) I was looking for. 

Hedonic and utilitarian shopping was measured with 15 questionnaire items 
and scales were developed during data processing. The minimum and maxi-
mum values assigned for both scales were 1 and 5, the higher values indica-
ting that shopping is more hedonic and/or utilitarian.

The overall average of the hedonic shopping scale is 3.0, while the avera-
ge for the utilitarian scale is 3.4. Women show higher scores for hedonic 
shopping, but there is no difference in the utilitarian scale between genders. 

5. Purchasing behaviour and values

Chapter 5 – purchasing behaviour and values
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There are only minor differences by age group, which means that these 
values are not influenced by age and life stages (e.g. having one’s own 
family, starting employment). Consumers with higher income levels show 
a higher average value on the hedonic shopping scale, but no effect can be 
seen on the utilitarian scale. 

When comparing countries, there are only minor differences in the utili-
tarian shopping scale values, but hedonic scale values show significant 
differences. The average value of US respondents for hedonic shopping is 
3.4, while in Sweden it is only 2.7. Keeping the previously described cultural 
differences in mind, the values for the other three countries fall in between.

Figure 7. Hedonic and utilitarian shopping scale – country comparison

The correlation between hedonic and utilitarian shopping habits, well-being 
and stress-related scales was analysed as well. The results show a signifi-
cant but very weak correlation between the variables.
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Figure 8. Hedonic and Utilitarian Shopping Value Scales by shopping 
frequency

An analysis of the relationship between shopping frequency and shopping 
habits shows that utilitarian values are very much alike for all shopping 
frequency categories, but hedonic values strongly correlate with shopping 
frequency. There were also significant but weak correlations between acqui-
sition modes and the hedonic values (hedonic consumers are slightly more 
likely to shop in malls, on high streets and to purchase online more frequ-
ently), as is higher average monthly spending on clothes.

Fashion and individuality function and personal style
Measuring what functions clothing has for people can be an indicator of 
how and why consumers choose clothing. The functions clothing have been 
shown to be closely related to body image. Kwon and Parham (1994), for ex-
ample found that consumers with high body satisfaction often use clothes 
to express individuality, whereas consumers with lower body satisfaction 
are more interested in using clothes as camouflage. In the 2014 survey 
Tiggemann and Lacey’s scale was used to measure ‘fashion function’ and 
‘individuality function’ (2009).

The following is an example of an item that measured the fashionability 
and individuality of clothing: 

•	 I tend to select clothes that are fashionable/stylish/exciting/impressi-
ve/make me distinctive/rare.

The importance of fashionability and individuality of clothing was measured 
with five additional similar questionnaire statements that included stylish, 
exciting, impressive, make me distinctive, and make me rare. The scales 
were developed during data processing. The scales ranged from 1 to 5, with 
1 representing “strongly disagree” and 5 representing “strongly agree”. The 

Chapter 5 – purchasing behaviour and values
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higher the score, the higher the degree of importance of the respective 
functions. The overall average for the fashion function scale was 3.2 and 2.9 
for the individuality scale, which indicates that finding clothing that follows 
the latest trends seems to be slightly more important to respondents than 
finding a really personal item. A socio-demographic analysis shows that the 
fashion and individuality function of clothing are more important for wo-
men than for men. There is also a strong linear correlation between level of 
income and the scale values. Interestingly, both scales peak when respon-
dents have a college degree.

A country comparison shows significant variance between the two scales. In 
the UK and in the US fashionability and individuality have higher importan-
ce but in the Netherlands these factors have less influence.

Figure 9. Fashion and individuality function scale – country comparison

Based on previous research results, the relationship between these clothing 
functions and purchasing behaviour has also been investigated. The corre-
lation of the fashion and individuality function scales is rather strong (the 
Pearson value is 0.58) and there is also a moderate or even strong corre-
lation between hedonic shopping and both the fashion and individuality 
function scales. This correlation is the strongest in the US, followed by the 
UK. In the Netherlands the correlation is weak. There was no significant 
relationship between the two scales for utilitarian shopping habits.
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Figure 10 clearly shows that fashion and individuality function play a larger 
role for people who tend to buy clothes more frequently. When looking at 
the average monthly spending on clothing, there is a weak-moderate corre-
lation with the fashion function scale, which means that the more impor-
tant fashion is to respondents the more money they spend on average on 
clothing. This correlation was the strongest for Sweden out of the European 
countries. The correlation was even stronger in the US, which is the only 
country where the individuality scale and spending correlate moderately.

Figure 10. Fashion and individuality function scales by shopping frequency

Fashion consciousness
The Personal Style Consciousness Scale developed by Tai (2005) was used 
to examine the extent respondents took personal style into account when 
purchasing clothing with the following statements: 

•	 When buying clothes, I like to buy those which emphasize my own cha-
racteristics.

•	 I prefer to buy things that reflect my personal taste and interests 
instead of choosing trendy products.

•	 When buying clothes, I consider whether they suit my work/school en-
vironment.

The Personal Style Consciousness Scale showed high correlation (the corre-
lation coefficient is 0.915) with the individuality function scale.

The measurement of fashion consciousness helps us to better understand 
how and why people shop for clothes. Fashion consciousness was measured 
based on Sproles and Kendall’s (1986) scale using the following six state-
ments using a five-point scale with 1 representing “Completely disagree” 
and 5 “Completely agree”:
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1.	 Fashionable, attractive clothing is very important to me. 
2.	 Keeping up with the latest fashion is important to me.
3.	 I spend considerable time and effort to learn about the latest fashion.
4.	 I keep my wardrobe up-to-date with the changing fashions.
5.	 I usually have one or more outfits of the very new fashion.
6.	 I consciously choose something that reflects the current fashion.

As shown, these items present a strong commitment to fashion, which is 
why, at 2.6, the overall average value of the scale was under the midpoint, 
which is 3.0. As was the case for the fashionability scale, women were more 
likely to give higher scores. People in younger age groups also found it more 
important to follow the latest trends and purchase accordingly. The change 
pattern of average values by income level and education are also similar to 
the fashion function scale, which presupposes a strong correlation between 
the two scales. According to the country comparison, respondents in the UK 
and in the US find following the latest fashion trends to be more important 
than in other countries. Sweden had the lowest scores for this area.

Figure 11. Fashion consciousness scale – country comparison

As mentioned above, with a correlation coefficient of 0.7, there was a strong 
correlation between fashion consciousness and fashion function and mode-
rate correlation with the individuality scale (0.49). As expected, a modera-
te/strong correlation was also found for the hedonic shopping scale (0.56). 

Figure 12 shows that there are significant differences in fashion conscio-
usness according to shopping frequency. The more fashion conscious the 
respondents are, the more likely it is that they buy clothes more frequently.
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Figure 12. Fashion consciousness scale by shopping frequency

In the country comparison, data on average monthly spending on clothes 
and fashion consciousness show differences. In the case of Sweden and the 
Netherlands there is only a weak correlation between the scale values and 
the amount spent on clothing. In the other three countries the correlation is 
moderate, with the highest value, 0.49, in the US. This indicates that people 
who are more fashion conscious are more likely to spend a higher amount of 
money on clothes.

Materialism scales	
Post-materialistic individuals value non-materialistic satisfaction over 
materialistic wealth. They would never make sacrifices for more material 
wealth and are not focused on possessions. Their lifestyles are more com-
patible with social and environmental expectations. Post-materialistic 
individuals pursue happiness and a better quality of life through non-mate-
rialistic means. By contrast, materialistic individuals define themselves and 
others through their possessions and their lifestyle shows a low compatibili-
ty with social and environmental expectations, while a better quality of life 
is to be achieved through acquiring goods and other possessions (Richins, 
1987; Ward and Wackman, 1971; Belk, 1985).

Based on the Materialistic versus Post-materialistic Values Scale developed 
by Richins and Dawson (1992), we measured three materialistic values: 1) 
the centrality of acquisition; 2) possessions as defining success; and 3) ac-
quisition as the pursuit of happiness. The following examples clarify how the 
values, respectively, are defined:

1.	 Centrality of acquisition scale: I usually buy only the things I need. 
(reverse)

2.	 Possession as defining success scale: The things I own say a lot about 
how well I’m doing in life.
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3.	 Acquisition as the pursuit of happiness: It sometimes bothers me quite 
a bit that I can’t afford to buy all the things I’d like. (reverse)

A high level of these materialistic values is indicated by high scores of the 
three dimensions.

Eighteen different statements were used to measure materialism and the 
responses were processed and recoded using three scales. These scales re-
present different aspects of materialism and materialistic values. Based on 
the analysis, the overall average of the centrality scale (reversed) was 2.9; 
the success scale was 2.6; and the happiness scale (reversed) was 2.9. There 
was no significant difference between the genders, but there was a slight 
decrease in values on all three scales for the older age groups. This indicates 
that older respondents are more likely to buy clothing that they do not really 
need (centrality); feel bad about not being able to afford the items they 
would like to buy (happiness); and that purchasing clothing loses importan-
ce in showing social position (success). This last observation, however, only 
seems to be true for respondents with a lower income, as the value of the 
scale is almost 3.0 for respondents with a higher income. 

Figure 13 presents the differences between countries, which are only slight 
this time, for all three scales. Respondents from all countries answered simi-
larly on the centrality scale. The average success scale value is significantly 
lower in Sweden and in the Netherlands, which indicates that in these two 
countries clothes are not as important for showing social status or position. 
One of the reasons for this may be that Sweden has a high level of social 
and income equality. In the Netherlands, the lower income levels reported 
by the respondents may play a role. The happiness scale values are higher in 
the UK and in the US, indicating a lower level of frustration with not being 
able to afford the clothing they would like to buy).

Figure 13. Materialism – country comparison
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The correlation analysis shows a moderate correlation between the success 
scale, the fashion function and fashion consciousness scales and hedonic 
shopping habits. This indicates that showing social status and position 
through the purchase and use of clothing, following fashion trends (and 
purchasing clothes accordingly) and the enjoyment of shopping have a mo-
derately strong relation. It is not possible to find the initial stepping stone 
for this cross-relationship using the information obtained by the survey, but 
we assume that these factors reinforce one another.

Figure 14 illustrates this relationship and can be further analysed using the 
chart, which shows the average values of the scale grouped by purchase 
frequency. The more frequently purchases are made, the higher the values 
are, which indicates that showing one’s social position with clothing is more 
important. 

Figure 14. Materialism by shopping frequency

Average spending and materialism have a significant but weak correlation, 
which is an important and surprising result. The correlation coefficients are 
between 0.1-0.3 in each country for each scale. To summary our findings 
up to this point, we might state that people who follow the latest fashion 
trends and who consider clothing to be a status symbol are also frequent 
buyers, but their average monthly spending does not differ from utilitarian 
and less materialistic consumers. The difference is perhaps in the quality 
(price) and the quantity of the items purchased.
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Table 5. Purchasing behaviour and the environment – overview of topics/
measurement scales and parameters

Topics/measurement scales Parameters

General environmental and/or social impact awareness:

Environmental concern Consumers’ personal environmental 
concern

Environmental/social concerns in pur-
chasing decisions

Monthly spending on clothing (on 
average)

Environmental apparel knowledge Monthly clothing items bought (on 
average)

Perceived availability, accessibility and 
affordability of sustainable clothing

Frequency of shopping clothing

Label use and knowledge Frequency of diverse modes of acquisi-
tion used

Scepticism of sustainable product 
claim 

Understanding how price and price vs. 
quality affect purchase decisions.

Collaborative consumption Importance of materialistic values in 
purchasing clothes

Environmental concern
Sustainable fashion consumption consists of several steps: purchase or ac-
quisition, storage, usage and the discard phase. Based on previous research, 
a large group of consumers are concerned about the environmental impact 
of clothing, but a small group of them translate these concerns into action 
when making purchasing decisions as very often, other factors, such as 
style, price or function predominate over environmental or social concerns 
(Butler and Francis, 1997; Connell and Kozar, 2012; Kim and Damhorst, 1998; 
Kozar and Connell, 2013). 

Eco-friendly clothing consumption includes clothing made and designed 
with environmentally friendly attributes or processes, and they are acquired 
through environmentally preferable sources.

According to Kim and Damhorst (1998), Ellis et al. (2012) and Hustvedt and 
Bernard (2008), environmentally conscious consumers are interested in and 
open towards paying a premium price for environmentally friendly clothing. 
Connell and Kozar’s (2014) review, however, notes that there is a very limited 
level of engagement when consumers have to take action. 

In our study, environmental concern was measured based on a scale develo-
ped by Thøgersen and colleagues (2010). A high score indicates a high level 
of environmental concern. Some examples of statements in the questionn-
aire are:

6. Purchasing behaviour and the environment

Chapter 6 – purchasing behaviour and the 
environment
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1.	 I am concerned about the development of the global environment.
2.	 I feel it is a moral obligation to use environment-friendly products.
3.	 I often buy eco-labelled products for the sake of the environment

For the measurement of environmental concerns five items were used. 
Respondents were asked to evaluate the statements using a five-point scale 
(ranging from “completely disagree” to “completely agree”). The environ-
mental concern scale was developed as an average of the five items. Based 
on the results, the overall average of the environmental concern scale was 
3.2, slightly over the midpoint value of the scale. As shown in figure 15, there 
are significant differences between the investigated countries. The highest 
average value was measured in the US, followed by Sweden, while the lowest 
was in the Netherlands, which is the only country out of the five where a 
higher share of respondents answered negatively.

According to the socio-demographic analysis, women and older age groups 
are more concerned about environmental issues. Respondents with a higher 
income level and higher education also reported higher concerns about the 
environment, which is in accordance with the findings of previous research.

Figure 15. Results on the Environmental Concern Scale

Regarding well-being and stress related scales we did not find any signifi-
cant correlation with environmental concerns. Surprisingly, people who buy 
clothes more frequently also feel more conscious about the environment; 
however, there is only minor increase in the scale values for higher shop-
ping frequency. Regarding acquisition modes, there was not a moderate or 
strong correlation with environmental concerns, which indicates that there 
are no clear acquisition mode preferences for more and less environmentally 
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conscious groups. The scale also shows significant, but weak/moderate cor-
relation with the individuality scale and personal style consciousness scale 
as well, which indicates that environmentally conscious people are more 
likely to choose unique, less mainstream clothing.

Figure 16. Environmental Concern Scale by shopping frequency

The average monthly spending is independent of environmental concerns as 
the correlation of the two variables shows no significant relation.

Scepticism towards sustainable product claims
We looked at scepticism towards sustainable product claims in general. 
Knowledge of consumer scepticism towards a product claim can help to 
understand their response to those sustainability claims (Mohr et al., 1998).

To gain insight into young consumers’ scepticism, an adapted version of the 
measurement scale Skepticism of Environmental Product Claims develo-
ped by Mohr et al. (1998) was used. A high score indicates high scepticism 
towards sustainable product labelling. The following statements from the 
questionnaire highlight what the topic represents:

1.	 Sustainable claims made on product labels or in advertising are exag-
gerated.

2.	 I do not believe most sustainable claims made on product labels or in 
advertising.

Scepticism was measured using five different statements rated on a 
five-point scale. A scepticism scale was developed as the average of the an-
swers, where higher values represent higher scepticism about sustainability 
product labelling. The average value of the scale was 3.1, which is slightly 
above the midpoint value of the scale. Figure 17 shows that there was no 
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difference measured between the investigated countries, or for different 
socio-demographic groups. This indicates that thoughts and opinions about 
and trust in product labelling are independent of the basic socio-demograp-
hic variables. As the analysis did not show any correlation with other scales 
and variables used and developed for the study, further research and a more 
in-depth study and measurement are needed to identify what factors influ-
ence scepticism and trust.

Figure 17. Scepticism of Environmental Product Claims Scale

 
Perceived ability to promote ethical trade
There are several barriers and drivers consumers face while making their 
purchasing decisions. The two major barriers in the case of clothes are the 
limited availability of more sustainable clothing (such as in terms of style, 
fit or aesthetics) and the accessibility of shops offering these products 
(Hiller Connell, 2010). This is especially characteristic of some product 
categories, like footwear, formal wear and outdoor apparel (Beard, 2008; 
Gam, 2011; Hiller Connell, 2010; Shaw et al., 2006). Most producers concen-
trate on basic product lines for everyday use, while eco-conscious or more 
sustainable products going beyond basic casual wear products are limited 
(Beard, 2008). Besides limited availability, the significantly higher price of 
sustainable products and the limited knowledge and uncertainty of consu-
mers about the available alternatives can hinder products from becoming 
widespread. Consumers may not buy products that are more environme-
ntally friendly because they are perceived as being of a lower quality and 
as not being able to deliver the promised claims about their environmental 
promises (Ginsberg and Bloom, 2004). A study by Goworek et al. reports 
that even environmentally knowledgeable consumers ‘‘bought low-priced 
clothing from ‘value retailers,’ despite being aware of the potential environ-
mental impact of their actions and the fact that this clothing was unlikely 
to be durable’’ (2012: 943.).
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To measure perceived availability, affordability and accessibility of sustaina-
ble clothing in the purchase phase, we used the Perceived Ability to Promote 
Ethical Trade scale developed by Uusitalo and Oksanen (2004). In the survey 
we asked whether subjects thought enough sustainable product alter-
natives were available to them. A high score means that they did not see 
availability, accessibility or affordability as a problem. The following three 
examples highlight the meaning of the aspects examined:

1.	 Availability: There are not enough sustainable product alternatives. 
(reverse)

2.	 Accessibility: Information gathering about sustainability is difficult. 
(reverse)

3.	 Affordability: Sustainable choices are expensive. (reverse)

To measure the perceived availability, affordability and accessibility of 
sustainable clothing in the purchase phase, we had six items on a five-point 
scale and developed a scale by averaging the respondents’ answers. The 
overall average value of the scale was 3.4, which indicates that sustainable 
clothing is reported to be hardly available, accessible or affordable. Figure 
18 shows that there were absolutely no differences between countries in 
the average values. Socio-demographically, there are only minor differences 
as women, older age groups and higher income groups have slightly hig-
her average values on the scale, which indicates that they find sustainable 
clothing to be less available, accessible and affordable. 

Figure 18. Perceived Ability to Promote Ethical Trade
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Minor differences in the scale values by shopping frequency are visible as 
frequent buyers find availability, accessibility and affordability more diffi-
cult. See figure 19. There is no difference, however, in the case of acquisition 
modes and also no significant correlation with average monthly spending.

Figure 19. Affordability, accessibility and availability by shopping  
frequency

All of this information shows that sustainable clothing is not yet perceived 
as being widely available to the majority of people in the five countries. This 
indicates that today the spread and mainstreaming of the purchase and use 
of sustainable clothing must not only be promoted more strongly to increa-
se consumer trust and confidence in manufacturers, products and labelling, 
but also to make it more available, accessible and affordable.

Label knowledge
Barriers and drivers of changing the behaviour of consumers can be found 
to a great extent in the (non-)knowledge and (lack of) information availa-
ble for and used by consumers. Lack of information and knowledge negati-
vely influences the perceived availability of alternative products and trust in 
those (Gam et al., 2010; Hiller Connell, 2010,).

According to the Eco-label Index there are 458 eco-labels worldwide, more 
than 100 of which can be applied to textiles (Almeida, 2015), which is what 
might cause information overload and confusion for consumers. Suspicion 
and scepticism – as many initiatives lack a clear and independent verifica-
tion – represent another barrier to making sustainable alternatives more
widespread (Iwanow et al., 2005). At the same time, the number of well-
known national and international fashion labels and schemes is rather
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limited (Iwanow et al., 2005) and they are seldom taken into consideration 
when making purchasing decisions (Dickson, 2000). According to Laroche 
et al. (2001) consumers are often sceptical in response to green advertising 
and the overuse of terms such as environmentally friendly and natural (Kar-
na et al., 2001).

The use and knowledge of sustainable clothing labels was measured in two 
steps. We asked whether consumers were familiar with and used existing 
textile labels (and in the specific countries, the ones that were available and 
used). The questions are based on work by Thøgersen et al. (2010).

Respondents were given a list of labels only used on clothing in their respec-
tive countries. The selected labels used for each country are shown in the 
figures below. Answer categories ranged from “never seen” to “seen and 
know what it means”, on a four-point scale. A second question investigated 
the use of already known labels with answer categories ranging from “never 
consider” to “consider always”.

Respondents were initially asked if they were familiar with the label (pictu-
re) presented and then asked to answer on a four-point scale. Then, if the 
respondents were familiar with the label, they were asked, on a five-point 
scale, about the extent to which they took the label into account when 
buying clothes. 

According to the overall results, the awareness score is under the midpoint 
value (2.5) in all countries. This indicates that there are significant insuffi-
ciencies in communicating sustainability labels and in raising awareness. 
Regarding use of the labels, only two countries, Sweden and the UK, had a 
scale value over the midpoint. This indicates that they were the only countri-
es where people (who are aware of the labels) also take them into account 
when purchasing clothes. In the other three countries labels apparently do 
not generally influence purchasing decisions. 
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Figure 20. Use and knowledge of sustainability labels

At this point in the report a more in-depth analysis of the data is carried 
out to look at the country-specific information about labels. In Sweden, use 
and knowledge scores are higher for women. Awareness increases with age, 
but the behaviour remains unchanged. Higher income level groups are more 
aware about and also more likely to take labels into account when purcha-
sing clothes. With a correlation coefficient of 0.55 there is also a moderate 
positive correlation with the environmental concern scale values and use, 
which indicates that (as expected) the more concerned respondents are 
about environmental issues, the more likely they are to take labels into ac-
count when buying clothes. 

Figure 21 illustrates how use and knowledge differ for the labels examined 
in Sweden. National Swedish labels (Bra Miljoval and Svanen are labels used 
across industries) had the highest use and awareness values, while inter-
national labels are not as widely known and used. At the same time, it is 
notable that even well-known brands do not manage to activate conscious 
purchasing decisions in respondents. 
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Figure 21. Labels – Sweden

In the UK, men are significantly more aware and more engaged in taking 
into account sustainable labelling. While awareness of labels is higher in 
younger groups, older groups are more committed to using them. Similar to 
Sweden, higher income level groups are more aware about and also more 
likely to take labels into account during purchase. The same relationship 
also exists between environmental concerns and taking labels into conside-
ration during purchase, as is the case in Sweden; however the relationship is 
weaker.

There are other differences compared to Sweden. In the UK:

•	 There is a moderate correlation between label use and hedonic shop-
ping behaviour 

•	 Label use and knowledge correlate with the individuality scale
•	 Label use and knowledge correlate moderately with fashion conscious-

ness
•	 Label use correlates moderately with the materialism scale values

All these relationships give the impression of a highly conscious and actively 
engaged group that follows an individual, but fashionable style and where 
purchasing sustainable clothes is a sign of social position. Regarding acqui-
sition modes, there is, notably, a moderate correlation between awareness 
and more frequent usage of boutiques, swaps, mail orders and supermar-
kets.

Figure 22 shows that knowledge about labels is rather low, with the excep-
tion of the Fairtrade label. In contrast to Sweden, however, people who are 
aware of a label are also more likely to be influenced by it when purchasing 
clothing.

Chapter 6 – purchasing behaviour and the 
environment

Labels - Sweden 

1

2

3

4

5

1 2 3 4

Ta
ke

n 
in

to
 a

cc
ou

nt
 

Knowledge  

SE EU Ecolabel

SE GOTS

SE OEKO-TEX Standard 100

SE Bra Miljöval

SE Svanen



Report on Young Consumers 2014     53         

Figure 22. Labels – UK

In Germany, there is no major variance between genders and age groups, 
regarding either awareness or usage, except for a minor increase in ta-
king labels into accounts during purchase for older age groups. The same 
relationship also exists between environmental concerns and taking labels 
into consideration during purchase, as in the case of Sweden and the UK. 
When looking at other scales and variables, we cannot measure a strong or 
moderate relation, i.e. the German results are rather similar to Sweden’s. 
The Fairtrade, Blauer Engel and Oeko-Tex labels are well-known, but their 
use during purchase is under the midpoint value, indicating that developing 
a greater commitment from  consumers is of high importance.

Figure 23. Labels – Germany (GE=Germany)
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In the US, the analysis did not show any significant variance in awareness 
or use of sustainability labels by different socio-economic groups, except 
for a minor increase in both respects for high-income groups. The same 
relationship exists between environmental concerns and taking labels into 
consideration during purchase as in the previously discussed countries, but 
in other respects the US is highly similar to Germany. The most known and 
most widely used sustainability label is ENERGY STAR. All other labels lag far 
behind in terms of awareness and commitment.

Figure 24. Labels - US (US=United States)
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In the Netherlands, use and knowledge about sustainability labels are 
considerably under the average compared to the other countries. There is a 
huge difference both in use and knowledge among women and also for ol-
der age groups concerning commitment. The most widely known label is the 
FairTrade label, but commitment is still very low. Based on our data, other 
labels are apparently almost unknown.

Figure 25. Labels – The Netherlands (NL=The Netherlands)
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The Fairtrade label is well known in Europe, with a scale value above 3 for all 
three of the areas studied. This label, however, is almost unknown in the US. 
With only the UK reaching the midpoint of the scale value, awareness and 
commitment still need to be expanded.

Figure 26. Fair Trade label – country comparison

The EU Ecolabel is seldom recognised in the selected countries and its use is 
also weak. The highest level of commitment was measured in the UK, while 
knowledge is the highest in Sweden. Its use during purchasing decisions is 
rather low.

Figure 27. The EU Ecolabel – country comparison
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The Blue Angel label was measured in three countries and data from 
Germany indicate that it has by far the best awareness scores. In the UK, 
however, people are more committed to using the label.

Figure 28. Blue Angel – country comparison

The Oeko-Tex label is not well known in the investigated countries and pe-
ople do not actively take into consideration when buying clothes. Knowled-
ge of the Oeko-Tex label is the highest in Germany, but the level of commit-
ment in all countries still needs to be increased.

Figure 29. Oeko-Tex – country comparison
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Aa awareness and knowledge of the GOTS label is very poor in all countries, 
indicating that a greater effort must be put into improving commitment 
and familiarity. According to the data, the UK is the most aware and com-
mitted.

Figure 30. GOTS – country comparison
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Environmental apparel consumption
Finally, we also used the measured Environmental Apparel Consumption 
Scale developed by Kim and Damhorst (1998). Some example items are:

•	 Avoid apparel products because of environmental concerns.
•	 Purposely select fabrics that require cooler washing temperature, shor-

ter drying time, or less ironing.
•	 Buy apparel with environmentally friendly labelling or packaging tech-

niques.

For the measurement of environmental apparel consumption eight state-
ments were used on sustainable clothing and purchasing behaviour fre-
quency. Respondents evaluated the items using a five-point scale ranging 
from 1 “never” to 5 “always”. A high score indicates a higher consumption of 
environmental apparel. A scale was developed based on an average of the 
eight items. The overall average of the environmental apparel consumption 
scale was 2.2, which is far below the midpoint value of the scale, indicating 
that concerns and awareness do not translate into responsible purchasing 
behaviour.

Figure 31 shows that there are no significant differences between countries, 
except for the Netherlands, where the scale value is even lower. There is no 
significant variance by socio-demographic groups, but, as expected, there 
is a moderate correlation with the environmental concern scale – people 
are more likely act sustainably if they are concerned about the topic. The 
strength of the correlation (0.52) shows, as mentioned above, that greater 
efforts must be made to engage consumers so they translate their concern 
into action. With regarding to the other scales described, there is a weak/
moderate correlation with the individuality scale and a weak correlation 
with hedonic shopping values and fashion consciousness.

Figure 31. Environmental Apparel Consumption Scale
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The buying frequency scale values show that people who purchase clothes 
more frequently are more likely to take environmental issues into conside-
ration at the decision phase. Notably, this increase is non-linear. There is 
a high increase for the most frequent buyers. Regarding average monthly 
spending there is only a weak correlation in the US, while data on the other 
countries do not show any relationship between spending and sustainable 
purchases. 

Figure 32. Environmental Apparel Consumption Scale by shopping  
frequency

Environmental clothing purchasing behaviour
The environmental and/or social impact of clothes are considered often by 
only approximately 10% of respondents, and more than 25% of them never 
think about these issues. There is no correlation with age, but there are 
significantly higher values for high-income groups and respondents with a 
higher education.

Notably, regarding country differences, 40% of consumers in the Nether-
lands never think about (un)sustainable clothing, while around 20% do in 
the other four countries. If those who only consider the impacts rarely are 
added to the data, then 75% of respondents in the Netherlands almost 
never think about the environmental and social impacts of clothing. Also in 
the Netherlands, especially men are uninterested in the (un)sustainability 
of clothes, as almost half of them never considering the impacts. 
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Figure 33. Taking the impact of clothing into account

The purchase frequency data show that frequent buyers are more likely to 
consider these impacts, regardless of the acquisition mode used. As expec-
ted, environmental concerns and the environmental apparel consumption 
scale show higher values at those who actively consider impacts. At the 
same time, we have to note that scepticism about product labelling is also 
higher in this group (but there is no correlation with environmental aware-
ness or label knowledge).

Figure 34. Taking the impact of clothing into account by shopping 
frequency 

Regarding average monthly spending, the differences between the investi-
gated countries are of interest. In Sweden the monthly amount spent de- 
creased when the frequency of taking the impacts into account rose, while 

Chapter 6 – purchasing behaviour and the 
environment

Taking the impact of clothing into account 

19% 

21% 

23% 

23% 

41% 

26% 

30% 

26% 

32% 

26% 

34% 

30% 

36% 

37% 

34% 

35% 

22% 

33% 

12% 

12% 

10% 

13% 

3% 

10% 

3% 

4% 

1% 

4% 

0%  

2% 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Sweden

UK

Germany

US

Netherlands

Average

Never Rare ly Sometimes Often Always

Taking the impact of clothing into account 
 by shopping frequency 

18% 

20% 

27% 

33% 

44% 

22% 

31% 

31% 

32% 

22% 

26% 

36% 

35% 

26% 

24% 

21% 

11% 

7% 

9% 

7% 

13% 

2% 

1% 

2% 

4% 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Weekly

Monthly

A few times every 6  months

A few times per year

Less often

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y 
of

 p
ur

ch
a

se
 

Never Rare ly Sometimes Often Always



62    Report on Young Consumers 2014

in Germany, the UK and in the US the amount increased. In the Netherlands 
the amount increases until the middle of the scale (“sometimes”) and then 
begins to decrease for groups that consider environmental issues more 
frequently.

Trends in fashion consumption – collaborative consumption, 
sharing, borrowing
In recent decades there is evidence of a growing throwaway consumer 
culture, with trendy, fast fashion items frequently being discarded after 
only having being worn a few times (Birtwistle and Moore, 2007), but the 
last few years attest to the emergence of a new consumer mindset and 
alternative business models. For example, based on practices like sharing, 
swapping, borrowing, lending, bartering, renting and leasing, collaborative 
consumption constitutes an emerging socio-economic model (Piscicelli et 
al., 2014). While collaborative consumption is not a new phenomenon as 
such, peer communities and technological advancements have moved these 
practices out of their former informal niche, with product-service systems 
and redistribution markets enabling access to a variety of products (Bots-
man and Rogers, 2011). This new socio-economic paradigm suggests a shift 
from the ideal of private ownership towards one which focuses on access 
(Rifkin, 2000).

From a sustainability perspective, it is assumed that sharing resources using 
these tried and true and yet innovative practices will bring about environ-
mental, economic and social benefits (Jégou and Manzini, 2008) by contri-
buting not only to the reuse of products and the extension of their lifespan, 
but ultimately by also reducing the purchase of new products.

While collaborative consumption has yet to take hold in the mainstream 
fashion industry, initiatives based on sharing have mushroomed in recent 
years. Examples of collaborative consumption range from clothing libraries 
to mobile swapping and reselling platforms, as well as leasing schemes, 
to name a few. With many of these initiatives still in their infancy, little is 
known about the factors which drive and prevent participation in these 
innovative practices.

Sharing, lending, borrowing and other forms of collective use frequency 
were measured using five items. The sharing scale averaging respondents’ 
answers, with values between 1 and 6, shows an overall view of these pat-
terns. Higher values represent a higher frequency of lending, sharing and 
swapping products. According to the data, young consumers are more open 
to the collective use of items, as are high-income groups. Consumers who 
bought clothes frequently also stated a higher frequency of collective use. 
And, as expected, environmentally conscious respondents were more likely 
to share products with others.

Chapter 6 – purchasing behaviour and the 
environment
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A comparison of country level data shows that the Netherlands has a much 
lower value on the scale, in contrast to the other countries, which were on 
the same level.

Figure 35. Collective usage scale by country

A close examination of anxiety and sharing shows a weak/moderate cor-
relation between the sharing scale and the anxiety scale values. Anxiety 
might be one of the barriers that keep people away from collaborative 
consumption (the reasons for anxiety cannot be identified or explained by 
data from the current survey, making it an area of interest for further rese-
arch on its roots). Regarding acquisition modes, we found a weak/moderate 
correlation between the sharing scale and the frequency of swapping and 
buying clothes in second-hand shops, boutiques and by mail order.

Environmental apparel consumption also shows a correlation with sharing 
frequency. While the correlation (correlation coefficient is 0.3) is rather 
weak in Sweden and the Netherlands, it is moderate/strong (0.6) in the 
US and the UK, indicating that in these two countries acquisition is more 
often substituted with shared usage. In the UK, sharing scale values are also 
higher for respondents who are aware of and take labels into account when 
making purchasing decisions.
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stages of change

Chapter 7
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Chapter 7 – stages of change

A social marketing approach is a promising alternative when the benefits of 
behaviour change can only be seen in the long-term,  the costs of behaviour 
change are externalized to the individual and basic values need to change. 
Developed by Prochaska and DiClemente (1984), the Transtheoretical Model 
of Behaviour Change or Stages of Change Model is based on a social marke-
ting approach in accordance with Andreasen (1995). The model has increa-
singly been applied in social marketing as it offers an alternative approach 
to traditional segmentations and goes beyond socio-economic characteris-
tics by focusing on the different stages of behaviour change in consumers. 
In order to design effective communication campaigns and intervention 
programmes, the knowledge and awareness of and the identification of the 
respective stages of the target audience are crucial. The model highlights 
that consumers are faced with different barriers in the various stages of 
behaviour change. As a result a variety of targeted interventions have to 
be applied to overcome these barriers. The four stages in the model are (1) 
pre-contemplation, (2) contemplation, (3) preparation, and (4) action & 
maintenance.

In the following, the four stages are described in brief in the way we employ 
the model in our study (Andreasen, 1995):

1.	 Pre-contemplation is the stage in which there is no intention to engage 
in behaviour change within the next six months. Most consumers in this 
stage are unaware or under-aware of sustainability issues and problems 
in fashion consumption.

2.	 Contemplation is the stage in which consumers become aware of the 
problems and issues related to sustainability and are seriously thinking 
about overcoming them but have not yet made a commitment to take 
action. Contemplators struggle with their negative evaluations of their 
dysfunctional behaviour and the amount of effort, energy and losses it 
will require to overcome that behaviour.

3.	 Preparation is the stage in which consumers are intending to take 
action in the near the future whenever convenient. Here, consumers 
report some small behavioural changes. Although they have made 
some efforts to change, consumers have not taken the step for effective 
action.

4.	 Action & maintenance is the stage in which individuals modify their 
behaviour, experiences and/or environment actively to overcome sustai-
nability issues. Action involves the most overt behavioural changes and 
requires a considerable time and energy commitment. Maintenance is 
the last stage in which people work to prevent relapse and consolidate 

7. Stages of change
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the gains. If consumers in the action & maintenance group are also 
maintainers, they consistently consume fashion in a sustainable way 
throughout all consumption phases.

Measurement: To identify the respondents’ respective stages of change, the 
questionnaire contained the following description, which is based on Mohr 
et al. (2001):

Please take a moment to think about the part played by one or both of the 
following issues when you are deciding what to buy: (1) how companies 
behave toward their employees, the community, and the environment and 
(2) the environmental impact of the products themselves. Please select one 
of the following statements that most closely describes, overall, the extent 
to which these are considerations for you.

Respondents had to choose one out of four statements that reflected their 
behaviour best. The statements were:

1.	 I base my purchase decisions on product and service quality, price, and 
convenience. I am not concerned with these issues and I don’t think 
about them when deciding what to buy.

2.	 I believe that these issues are important, but it is too difficult and ti-
me-consuming to base my purchase decisions on them.

3.	 When it is easy to do, I use information on these issues in my purchase 
decisions.

4.	 I make an effort to learn about these issues, and I am willing to pay 
more or sacrifice product quality in order to use these issues in my pur-
chase decisions.

In order to reduce framing effects and to minimise socially desirable an-
swers, the Stages of Change statement was deliberately positioned at the 
end of the second part of the questionnaire.

Almost 30% of respondents do not take sustainability issues into account 
during the purchasing decision process; another 40% are aware of these 
impacts, but find it difficult and time consuming to deal with them. If it 
is easily available 26% of respondents use this information for purchasing 
decisions, while only 6% make an effort to gather information related to the 
sustainability of the product.

There are significant gender differences, as men seem to be less consci-
ous and more careless about sustainability issues. Compared to previous 
findings, this paper contains some unexpected results concerning the 
relationship between income and stages of change. People with the highest 
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income are more likely to be careless, as almost 35% choose the first sta-
tement listed above. This finding might be influenced, however, by the fact 
that men are over-represented in the high-income groups.

Figure 36. Stages of change

The country comparison indicates that the highest share of less concerned 
respondents was in the UK (36%) and the lowest share in Sweden (21%). 
Based on the combined results, Sweden, with the most consumers in later 
stages, has progressed the farthest, followed by the US. At the other end of 
the spectrum is the UK, which has the lowest values. This is in glaring con-
trast to previous findings, where the UK was ranked as one of the countries 
with the highest level of sustainability awareness and commitment and the 
Netherlands, which is now in the mid-range, had the lowest values by far.

Figure 37. Stages of change by country
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Importantly, the data acquired from the cross table of responses on the 
stages of change questions and shopping frequency can further refine our 
findings drawn based on the previous sections.  Figure 37 shows that a high 
percentage of high frequency buyers can be described as being unconcer-
ned about sustainability. This indicates that if early adopters and possible 
sustainability ambassadors are to be identified then greater focus must be 
put on a specific sub-set of frequent buyers.

Figure 38. Stages of change by shopping frequency

Country level data on the relationship between shopping frequency and 
stages of change do not show any specific pattern for Sweden or the USA. 
In the UK frequent buyers are overrepresented in stage 4, action & mainte-
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consciousness is also more characteristic for this group. Stage 4 consumers 
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As expected, responses on stages of change show a strong correlation with 
environmental concerns and environmental apparel consumption, label use 
and knowledge. There are no specific patterns, however, for shopping beha-
viour, function of clothing and the materialism scale.
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With the rise of fast fashion consumption, the number of retailers offering 
trendy garments at low prices is increasing and a throwaway consumer 
culture has emerged, with garments being discarded after only being worn 
a few times (Birtwistle and Moore, 2007). As young consumers are the main 
target group of fast fashion retailers, gaining a greater understanding of 
those young consumers’ disposal habits is of utmost importance. With a 
high level of involvement in fashion products (Goldsmith et al., 1991; O’Cass, 
2000) reflected in their high purchasing behaviour and disposal frequency 
of fashion items, young consumers also contribute to the growing amount 
of textiles in landfills each year (Birtwistle and Moore, 2007). In general, 
larger quantities of textiles are being discarded. For example the weight of 
textile waste collected at council refuse points in the UK increased by 23% 
2003 to 2008 (Poulter, 2008). These statistics, however, need to be viewed 
cautiously as textile waste not only refers to consumers’ clothing but also to 
carpets and other fabrics.

The growth in fashion consumption and the subsequent increase in clothing 
disposal are linked to magnifying landfill problems and pose a challenge 
for charity shops. Morgan and Birtwistle (2009) report that many charity 
shops in the UK have reached their saturation point as the export of more 
second-hand clothing to the developing world is the result of not just an 
altruistic act but as a way of passing on responsibility for waste manage-
ment. The recent burning of excess stock of donated clothes by the Danish 
charity organization DanChurchSocial (Kirkens Korshær) represents an 
example of an overstrained charity helpless in the face of an ever-increasing 
amount of clothing donations (Schelde and Johansen, 2012).

While discarding and recycling behaviour in other areas has received a good 
deal of attention from the academic world, this has not been the case for 
discarding and recycling behaviour with clothing (Birtwistle and Moore, 
2007).

Textile recycling attitudes
For users who prefer to donate directly to people in need or to give their 
unwanted and unused but still valuable garments to a charity organisation, 
the intrinsic rewards were their greatest motivation (Koch and Domina, 
1999). For consumers mainly motivated by financial reasons or environmen-
tal considerations, reselling and reusing garments was the disposal method 
mentioned most often in their research. Shim (1995) distinguishes between 
seven different disposal patterns, which differ not only according to disposal 
method (donation, reuse, discarding) but also according to the underlying 
motivation (charity, the environment, convenience, money).

8. Reuse, recycle and discard
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Using Domina and Koch’s (1999) Textile Recycling Attitudes Scale to identify 
reasons why young consumers discard their clothes, we asked about consu-
mer attitudes towards various textile discarding strategies, e.g. reselling, 
reusing, donations, lack of interested and level of hassle. 

Attitudes related to textile recycling and reuse were measured based on se-
ven items on a five-point scale. Based on these items we developed a disin-
terest scale, where higher values represent a greater disinterest in recycling 
clothes, and a Hassle scale, where higher values represent greater hassle 
from the respondents’ point of view. Using a five-point scale to interpret 
subjects responses, there was, as expected, a strong correlation (0.6-0.8, 
depending on the country) between the two scales.

According to the results, both disinterest (2.6) and hassle (2.4) were under 
the midpoint value, which indicates that the majority of respondents think 
that textile recycling is important. Women were more interested in and 
committed to recycling, which was also the case for older age groups and 
high income groups. Frequent buyers were less interested and the majority 
of them think recycling is a hassle. 

Figure 39. Textile recycling attitudes

The analysis did not find any significant correlation with other parameters 
used in this study, e.g. shopping behaviour, fashion function or label use 
and knowledge. 

Disposal methods and channels
In this study the term disposal of clothing refers to the last phase of the 
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by renting them). Paden and Stell (2005) distinguish between two types 
of disposal decisions: disposal without redistribution and disposal with the 
intention to redistribute. With regard to the former clothing is thrown away 
and ends in a landfill, while in the case of the latter case, consumers choose 
from a variety of alternatives. 

In this study permanent disposal with a direct intention to redistribute 
without remuneration refers to passing on clothing to friends, family or 
individuals in need. Permanent, indirect redistribution without remuneration 
refers to giving away unwanted clothing to charitable organisations. Perma-
nent, direct disposal with remuneration includes garage sales, flea markets 
and classified ads, while examples of indirect channels are second-hand 
stores and auctions.

Farrant (2010) assesses the environmental benefits of reusing clothes by 
applying a life-cycle assessment based on the methodology of the environ-
mental design of industrial products. Her study concludes that the purchase 
of 100 second-hand articles of clothing would save 60 to 85 new articles of 
clothing depending on the place of reuse (60 in Sweden, 75 in Estonia and 
Lithuania, and 85 in Africa).

Measurement: The various disposal categories and recycling channels in our 
questionnaire derive from Domina and Koch’s (1999) Textile Recycling Atti-
tudes Scale and included: passing clothes on to family or friends; donating 
to charity organizations; use as rags; resale or consignment shops; clothes 
were modified and then reused; garage sales or flea markets; and swapping 
events. Initially, consumers were asked to indicate whether or not they had 
used a discard channel within the last twelve months. 

When respondents indicated that they had used a specific disposal stra-
tegy within the last twelve months, they could choose between four options 
to indicate frequency: Never, 1-2 times, 3-4 times, and More than 5 times. 
Figure 40 shows what percent of the time the various disposal methods are 
used.

The use of disposal methods shows that recycling textiles is not especially 
popular. The most frequent type of reuse is to pass the clothes on to family 
or friends, followed by charity. Garage sales and swapping are only rare-
ly used, as is also the case with in-store recycling. Charity donations are 
more widely used in the UK and the US, as are garage sales. The real reuse 
of textiles is the most common in Germany. In general respondents from 
the UK and the US have progressed further with regard to using a variety of 
disposal methods.
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Figure 40. Use of disposal methods

Reasons for disposal
A variety of reasons drives or forces consumers to dispose of clothing. Ja-
coby et al. (1977) developed three categories of factors that can influence 
consumer disposal choices: psychological characteristics of the decision 
maker; factors intrinsic to the product (e.g. condition); and situational 
factors extrinsic to the product. Klepp (2001), who has studied disposal 
practices, has developed the following six different categories of reasons 
for disposal: technical or quality related; psychological; situational; never 
worn;  functional; or sentimental. Laitala’s (2014) review of clothing disposal 
behaviour shows that quality-related disposal (such as wear and tear) con-
stitutes the most common reason for disposal, followed by psychological/
symbolic reasons (e.g. fashion, taste or boredom) and new consumer needs. 

The most decisive factor for whether consumers use recycling or not is 
convenience and available infrastructure, while the reason for not using 
recycling was often lack of knowledge on how to recycle (Laitala, 2014). 
The most commonly used reasons for donating clothing are the wish not to 
throw away garments still in good condition, to help those who are in need 
and to create more wardrobe space, and, at sometimes, for environmental 
reasons (Baker, 2011; Ha-Brookshire and Hodges, 2009; Koch and Domina, 
1999;  Shim 1995). 

Identifying potential items for disposal is not only connected with feelings 
of guilt about one’s own consumption behaviour but also with feelings of 
anxiety related to issues about whether keeping or giving away items is the 
right choice. However, the anxiety and guilt seem to disappear once parti-
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cipants have donated their unwanted items, resulting in the satisfaction of 
both utilitarian (a tidy wardrobe) and hedonic values (feeling good about 
a good deed). Morgan and Birtwistle (2009) found that young consumers 
were especially plagued by feelings of guilt regarding expensive, high- 
quality clothing that they had seldom or never worn.

According to studies by Laitanen (2014), Ekstrom et al. (2012) and Domi-
na and Koch (2001), older generations are more active when it comes to 
recycling behaviour, especially about donating to (mainly religious) charity 
organisations, while younger consumers prefer to give unwanted clothes to 
friends or family. Similarly, donating these items to charity makes people 
feel better, thus provided a source of relief.

Using  Domina and Koch’s (1999) Reasons for Discarding Unwanted Gar-
ments Scale, our questionnaire asked consumers: What were the three main 
reasons for discarding unwanted garments? Respondents could select up to 
three of the following statements: originally valuable or expensive; did not 
fit; out of style; bored with or tired of garment; sold to recoup some of the 
original cost; damaged or worn out; convenience of disposal; clothing was 
not wasted; helps needy people.

Figure 41. Reasons for disposal
Reasons for disposal
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Chapter 8 – reuse, recycle and discard



Report on Young Consumers 2014     77         

There are only minor differences between countries for reasons for textile 
disposal, as indicated in figure 41. This question was not asked in the US). 
Respondents had the possibility to mention several reasons for disposal. 
In almost all countries “clothing was not wasted” was the most frequently 
mentioned reason. Charity reasons were mentioned by around 50% of res-
pondents, while initial costs were only mentioned by about 20%.

Chapter 8 – reuse, recycle and discard





Report on Young Consumers 2014     79         

summary

Chapter 9
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Chapter 9 – summary

According to our results almost 40% of respondents reported buying clothes 
at least once a month. Online purchase of clothes is the most frequent-
ly used acquisition mode followed by shopping malls and supermarkets, 
though a comparison of data shows that significant differences exist at 
country level.

The average monthly spending on clothing was SEK 453, without any direct 
relationship between spending and income. In the US and in the Nether-
lands respondents spent less than in the other three countries.

Regarding shopping behaviour and the function of the clothing, hedonic 
and utilitarian shopping habits are independent of socio-demographic 
factors, their roots to be found in the socialisation of consumers. 

A country comparison of clothing function shows significant variance. 
In the UK and in the US both fashionability and individuality have higher 
importance for respondents, while in the Netherlands these factors recei-
ve less emphasis. Fashionability and individuality are emphasised more 
by people who tend to buy clothes more frequently. As a result, the more 
import fashion is for respondents, the more money they spend on average 
on clothing. 

An analysis of the materialism aspect shows that representing social status 
and position through the purchase and use of clothing, following fashion 
trends and the enjoyment of shopping have a moderately strong relations-
hip. It is not possible to find the initial impetus for this cross-relationship 
using the information obtained by our survey, but we assume that these 
factors reinforce one another. We did determine, however, that people who 
follow the latest fashion trends and think of clothing as a status symbol are 
also frequent buyers, but their average monthly spending does not differ 
from utilitarian and less materialistic consumers. The difference might be 
found in quality (price) and quantity of the purchased items. Our data rein-
forces this finding in that people who buy clothes more frequently are also 
more conscious about the environment, in addition to being more likely to 
choose unique, less mainstream clothing.

Use and knowledge about sustainability labels during the purchasing deci-
sion phase is weak. Only consumers in Sweden and the UK are aware of the 
labels and take them into account when purchasing clothes. In the other th-
ree countries, labels do not have a strong influence on purchasing decisions 
in the majority of the cases. We also found that awareness, knowledge and 
trust in product labelling are independent of socio-demographic variables. 

9. Summary
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Chapter 9 – summary

As the analysis did not show any correlation with other scales and variables 
used and developed for this study, no data is available concerning the main 
cause of trust in or scepticism about sustainability labelling (i.e. communi-
cation) – which is one of the most important areas for further study.

Results show that sustainable clothing is perceived as not yet widely availa-
ble for the majority of people in the five countries. This indicates that today 
spreading and mainstreaming the purchase and use of sustainable clothing 
needs to be promoted not only more strongly in a way that increases consu-
mer trust and confidence in manufacturers, products and labelling, but also 
in a way that makes it more available, accessible and affordable.

Regarding sharing and the collaborative use of products, we found that 
frequent buyers also indicate a higher frequency of sharing clothes. And, as 
expected, environmentally conscious respondents are more likely to share 
products with others. Anxiety might be one of the barriers that keep people 
away from collaborative consumption.

The majority of respondents find textile recycling important; however, ac-
cording to the results, it is independent of clothing purchase and use, and 
related sustainability issues. This finding indicates the importance of the 
need to raise awareness to expand the reuse of products.

The results and information obtained in this study indicate that there is a 
highly conscious and actively purchasing group of consumers that follows 
an individual, but fashionable style and where purchasing sustainable 
clothes is a sign of social position. We can call this group ‘early adopters’, 
and both policymakers and businesses should take advantage of the oppor-
tunity to use and treat them as ambassadors of sustainable clothing. This 
highly committed group, defined by high frequency shopping and a high 
commitment to environmental issues, even during the purchase phase, is 
relatively small (only 2.5% of respondents), but the sample size (156 respon-
dents) nevertheless made it possible to draw up a description of them. Over 
60% of the group are female and are more likely to be younger. Their inco-
me level is mainly higher than average, and highly educated people are also 
over represented in the group. Regarding attitudes and behaviour, the group 
varies considerably compared to the total population in terms of openness 
to textile recycling, sharing products and in terms of environmentally cons-
cious and environment-friendly behaviour in general. At the same time, they 
are frequent and hedonic shoppers highly influenced by fashion trends.
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Appendix

Scale/measurement Source

Purchase pha-
se (including 
pre-purchase)

Expenditures for 
clothing

Own scale

Shopping frequency Own scale

Mode of acquisition Own scale

Materialistic versus 
post-materialistic 
values 

Richins, M. & Dawson, S. (1992). A consumer values orientation for 
materialism and its measurement: Scale development and valida-
tion. Journal of Consumer Research, 19 (3), 303-316.

Hedonic and utilitari-
an shopping values

Babin, B.J., Darden, W. R. & Griffin, M. (1994). Work and/or fun: Me-
asuring hedonic and utilitarian shopping value. Journal of Consu-
mer Research, 20, 644-656.

Fashion consciousness Sproles, G. & Kendall, E. (1986). A methodology for profiling consu-
mers’ decision making styles. Journal of Consumer Affairs, 20(2), 
267-279.

Functions of clothing Tiggemann, M. & Lacey, C. (2009). Shopping for clothes: Body satis-
faction, appearance investment, and functions of clothing among 
female shoppers. Body Image, 6, 285-291. (In 2014, only used the 
categories ‘fashion function’ and ‘individuality function’)

Personal style consci-
ousness

Tai, Susan H.C. (2005). Shopping styles of working Chinese fema-
les. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 12, 191-203.

Environmental concern Thøgersen, J., Haugaard, P. & Olesen, A. (2010). Consumer re-
sponses to ecolabels. European Journal of Marketing, 44 (11/12), 
1787-1810.

Environmental/social 
concerns in purchas-
ing decisions

Butler, S.M. & Francis, S. (1997). The effects of environmental 
attitudes on apparel purchasing behavior. Clothing and Textiles 
Research Journal, 15 (2), 76-85.

Environmental ap-
parel knowledge and 
consumption

Kim, H.S. & Damhorst, M.L. (1998). Environmental concern and 
apparel consumption. Clothing and Textiles Research Journal, 16 
(3), 126-133.

Perceived availability, 
accessibility and affor-
dability of sustainable 
clothing

Uusitalo, O., & Oksanen, R. (2004). Ethical consumerism: A view 
from Finland. International Journal of Consumer Studies, 28 (3), 
214-221.

Label knowledge and 
usage
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Scale/measurement Source

Reuse, recycle, 
discard phase

Reasons for discarding Domina, T. & Koch, K. (1999). Consumer reuse and recycling of 
post-consumer textile waste. Journal of Fashion Marketing and 
Management, 3 (4), 346-359.

Textile recycling atti-
tudes

Domina, T. & Koch, K. (1999). Consumer reuse and recycling of 
post-consumer textile waste. Journal of Fashion Marketing and 
Management, 3(4), 346-359.

Disposal behaviour Domina, T. & Koch, K. (1999). Consumer reuse and recycling of 
post-consumer textile waste. Journal of Fashion Marketing and 
Management, 3(4), 346-359.

Scale/measurement Source

Stages of 
change

Stages of change Mohr, L. A., Webb, D. J. & Harris, K. E. (2001). Do consumers expect 
companies to be socially responsible? The impact of corporate so-
cial responsibility on buying behavior. Journal of Consumer Affairs, 
35 (1):45-72.

Scale/measurement Source

Well-being Personal well-being Cummins, R. A. (2013). Positive psychology and subjective well-
being homeostasis: A critical examination of congruence. In D. 
Moraitou & A. Efklides (eds.), Quality of Life: A Positive Psychology 
Perspective (67–86). New York: Springer

Depression, Anxie-
ty and Stress Scale 
(DASS)

Lovibond, S.H. &Lovibond, P.F. (1995).Manual for the Depression, 
Anxiety, Stress Scale, 2nd ed. Sydney: Psychology Foundation.





Mistra Future Fashion is an interdisciplinary research program funded by The Swedish Foundation for 

Strategic Environmental Research, Mistra, with 40 MSEK over four years. The program started in 2011 

and is hosted by SP Technical Research Institute of Sweden. 

The goal is to encourage a systematic change of the Swedish fashion industry that contributes to a 

sustainable development of the industry and society. The program consists of eight projects which 

investigate new business models, design and innovative materials, sustainable consumption and 

customer behavior as well as policy issues. The partners involved in program include; H&M, Myrorna, 

Södra, I:Collect and Stockholms Läns Landsting. 

Read more at www.mistra.org or www.mistrafuturefashion.com


