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The purpose of this bachelor’s thesis is to find and understand what a consumer’s
perception and trust towards ecolabels is and how the existence of ecolabels affects the
consumer’s purchase decision. The theoretical background of this bachelor’s thesis is based
on the terminology and definitions of ecolabels, greenwashing, and fast fashion.

The empirical section is conducted by using a qualitative research method. For this empirical
part, 16 participants were interviewed in Hennes & Mauritz (H&M) stores. Deductive
content analysis was used on the transcript that was created from the interview material.
The results from the analysis categorized and conceptualized the data from the interviews.

The results of this study show that consumer perception and opinions are often highly
contradictory when compared to other consumers. The majority of consumers prefer
products with an ecolabel even if they do not fully trust them to be factual. The price of the
product has the biggest influence on the purchase decision. The purchase decision of
consumers is affected also by the design of the product as well as the purpose.
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Taman kandidaatin tutkielman tarkoituksena on |6ytda ja ymmartaa millainen kuluttajien
kasitys ja luottamus ymparistomerkkeja kohtaan seka miten niiden olemassaolo vaikuttaa
tuotteeseen liittyvaan ostopaatokseen. Tutkielman teoriatausta perustuu
ympadristémerkkien, viherpesun seka pikamuodin termist66n seka maaritelmiin.

Tutkimuksen empiirinen osio on tuotettu laadullisena eli kvalitatiivisena tutkimuksena.
Empiirista osiota varten haastateltiin kuuttatoista osallistujaa Hennes & Mauritz (H&M)
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1. Introduction

1.1 Subject description

Being sustainable and ecological has been a growing trend over the last decades. An
increasing number of people are concerned about the state of our planet and wish to do
better by choosing sustainable and more environmentally friendly choices in their purchases.

(Nabsiah & Rahbar, 2011)

A simple way to express the sustainability of a product is to present it with an ecolabel.
Especially in fast fashion ecolabels have become ubiquitous as a way to present products as
sustainable. They give reassurance that the product is a sustainable and environmentally
friendly choice. Ecolabels are a variety of authorized labels such as images, logos, or other
proofs that validate the product as a sustainable choice. (Bouziri, Ghazzai, Lahmandi-Ayed,
2021). Ecolabels are a simple way to give a product a sustainable image and boost the image

of a brand.

Ecolabels are also an important tool for green marketing but are often used falsely to
advertise products as environmentally friendly that are not sustainable or ecological (Shahrin,
Quoquab, Jamil, Mahadi, Mohammad, Salam, Hussin, 2017). Product manufacturers might
create a realistic image that looks authentic to consumers who only glance at the label. These
faux ecolabels are a form of greenwashing, the consumer believes the product to be green
when in fact the manufacturer has only printed a small image on the label. (Shahrin et al.,

2017)

Some research shows that ecolabels positively affect a customer’s decision to buy a product
(Sharma & Kushwaha, 2019). Customer perception of the product is therefore affected by
ecolabels and green marketing. On the other hand, some research states that a product that
is marked with an ecolabel shows no significant growth in sales numbers (Nabsiah & Rahbar,

2011). This would indicate that an ecolabel has no significance in the eyes of the consumer.



The examples above illustrate that previous studies on this topic have contradictory results.
The above-mentioned research has been conducted in different areas of the world and this
could have been the reason for the contradiction in results. From this information, we can
also see that there might not be one single opinion of ecolabels and green marketing in fast
fashion. Moreover, research on ecolabels and their perception of Nordic countries and
especially in Finland is somewhat limited (Rusko, 2021). Thus, in this bachelor’s thesis, the
gap caused by the differencing results of previous studies and a little research for this

geographical area will be addressed.

1.2 Objective of the research and research questions

Drawing on contradictions found in prior literature, this thesis aims to find and elucidate the
effects of greenwashing on consumer behavior and greenwashing. The current research
focuses on ecolabels and green marketing, especially how a consumer’s perception of
products changes when a product is affiliated with ecolabels. Thus, the current thesis will

strive to address the following questions:

What is the level of consumers’ trust in fast fashion ecolabels
Do consumers prefer ecolabelled products even if they do not trust them and why?

Which factors/motives are affecting their decisions to buy sustainable products?

e N

What is the role of an ecolabel in consumers’ decision-making process?

1.3 Research methodology

This research was done as qualitative research and as a case study for the fast fashion brand
H&M. The data collection process is based on semi-structured interviews. The interviews
and data collection were done mainly during week 42 of 2022 and in H&M stores, and
overall, sixteen interviews were conducted. 75% of interviewees were female, and the
remaining 25% identify as male or other. The data collection was based on the methodology
described in prior literature. Findings in collected data were then analyzed, combined, and

compared with the existing concepts and findings for answering the research questions.



1.4 Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework (Figure 1) displays the relationships between the core concepts of
this research. This thesis focuses on consumer relationships with ecolabels as well as faux
ecolabels, customers’ trust in ecolabels, consumer attitude towards them, and the action that
results from their attitudes. A special interest of the current study lies around fast fashion
brands that use ecolabels in their products. Based on the relationships that affect a
consumer’s trust in ecolabels, the research investigates the effect of trust on ecolabels affects
a consumer’s attitude and actions towards a product. Chapter 2 of this thesis describes the

concepts pictured below (Figure 1) in more detail.

Ecolabels / Trust in

Attitud Action
Faux ecolabels ecolabels titude cti

Figure 1 Theoretical framework

1.5 Definitions of key concepts

Ecolabels are defined as “a recognizable symbol granted by an independent organization and
placed on certified products”. It is a picture or a logo that shows the environmental features

of the product it is presented on. (OECD, 2002)

Greenwashing is the practice of making exaggerated or unnecessary claims of a product’s
sustainability or diminishing the negative environmental impact of a product in an attempt to

enhance its market share. (Dahl, 2010)

Green marketing is defined as marketing activities that are responsive toward protecting the
environment. It is all marketing actions that are done by corporations that result in
environmental and sustainable goods as well as companies’ actions on utilizing waste, or for
example taking part in CSR or donating to nature-protective organizations. (Arseculeratne &

Yazdanifard, 2014)



Fast fashion is a business model where brands mass-produce items at a low cost, it is a
phenomenon that was created due to the high demand for clothing items. Fast fashion was a
quick response to the high demand in the clothing industry that resulted in factories and
brands using low-quality materials to mass-produce popular items. Almost all the biggest fast
fashion brands take their product to stores in less than two months. For example, H&M has

an eight-week response time. (Muthu 2019)

Consumer perception of green marketing is a customer’s ability to identify and detect
greenwashing from green marketing. Customer perception is the way a consumer feels about

a company. (Schmuck, Matthes & Naderer, 2018)

Trust is defined by Gambetta (2000) as follows; A person is trustworthy enough when they
have a high probability that that person will commit an action that is profitable enough to

consider engaging in relations with. (Sapienza, 2013)

Sustainability is defined by White (2013) as the balance between environmental, social, and

economic concerns.

The attitude-behavior gap is a concept that explains the inconsistency between consumers'
perceived attitudes toward products and the purchase decision a consumer makes. (Park &

Lin, 2020)

Sustainable consumption as defined by Lorek & Spangenberg (2014) is consumption that
meets the needs of consumers without risking the future generations requirements to meet

their own needs.

Green buying is defined as purchasing and consuming in a way that is benign toward our

environment. (Mainieri, Barnett, Valedro, Unipan & Oskamp, 1997)



1.6 Structure of the research

In the first chapter, the reader will be introduced to the subject of this research. Previous
literature and research will be reviewed and show the contradictions between them. The
research questions will be shortly introduced as well as the objective of this research. In the
second chapter, there will be a literature overview, and the main concepts will be opened and

explained.

The third chapter will discuss the research methods and data collection. The consumer
guestionnaire and their answers which then are analyzed are also presented in the third
chapter. The results of the study and answers to the hypotheses will be reviewed in the fourth

chapter.

The fifth and final chapter of this bachelor’s thesis will show the conclusions of the research
and discuss the process and results. Future research and limitations will also be discussed in

the final chapter as well the theoretical contributions.



2. Previous literature and hypotheses

This chapter will feature a literature overview, and the main concepts will be opened and
explained. Firstly ecolabels, faux ecolabels, and greenwashing will be looked into, second
customer perception, third attitudes, and actions, and finally previous literature in the

Nordics.

2.1 Ecolabels, faux ecolabels & greenwashing

One way for brands and companies to create a sustainable image for their products is to use
ecolabels. The term itself is often explained as a seal of approval for products that are
sustainable and cause little to no harm to the environment. (European Commission, 2022)
Ecolabels present the labeled product with a more thorough and complete picture of the
product’s environmental impacts. The appearance of an ecolabel might seem similar to a
regular picture or a logo, but ecolabels serve a much higher meaning. They give the consumer
further information about the product’s production, usage, disposal, and distribution
compared to other labels. Ecolabels also differ from other labels in the way that they are
voluntary. (OECD, 2019) The first voluntary ecolabel was the German Blue Angel which was

introduced in the 1970s. (Blauer Engel, 2022)

For instance, in the United States, ecolabels in a form of green stickers are mandatory for
product manufacturers to be present on their products. (Sorqgvist, Haga, Holmgren, Hansla,
2015). They are required for example in electrical products to indicate their electrical
efficiency. One of these green stickers is the “Energy Star”, a government-backed symbol that
presents the product's information about energy consumption and electrical efficiency.

(Energy Star, 2022)

The main objective for ecolabels is to operate as a necessary means to conserve and protect
our surroundings and at the same time encourage sustainability and smart consumption.

Ecolabels conserve and protect our surroundings by encouraging consumers to purchase



sustainable and environmentally friendly products. (Simi, 2009) Another objective of
ecolabels is to spread awareness of the environmental impacts of purchasing actions.
Although ecolabels mostly attract consumers who are already a part of the sustainable and
ecologically considerate market segment, ecolabels also serve a more important purpose as
a way of intercommunication of awareness to the industry. (Bratt, Hallstedt, Robért, Broman,

Oldmark, 2011)

A study by Walter (2011) executed a survey that showed that most Canadian and US citizens
have little to no knowledge of what aspects make a product environmentally friendly.
Previous studies have also shown that consumers are willing to pay more for a product if it is
associated with ecological, sustainable, or overall, a good choice for the environment.
(Shahrin et al., 2017; Gam & Banning, 2011; Pookulangara, Shephard & Mestres, 2011, Kahn,
2009) Consumer’s Insufficient knowledge of a subject paired with decent marketing, even if

greenwashing, allows product manufacturers to increase sales by false statements.

The International Standardizing Organization (ISO) has created standards for ecolabels. (I1SO,
2019) This program’s aim is to create clear categories for identifications to recognize
ecolabelling. The ISO has divided ecolabelling into three types. (Bratt et al. 2011) Type | is
environmental labeling for ecolabelling arrangements, this type of ecolabelling has clearly
defined criteria for products and is intended for end consumers. Type Il, self-declared
environmental claims, where there are no criteria nor ecolabelling arrangements. And Type
Il is the environmental declarations, which provides environmental data for specific aspects

of a product. (I1SO, 2019)

2.2 Ecolabels in fast fashion

Ecolabels are widely used in the fashion industry. Fast fashion brands create their products
with the necessary aspects to fulfill the requirements which then results in their products
receiving an ecolabel. (Clancy, Froling, Peters, 2015) Ecolabels in fashion are generally
associated with production conditions or the origin of the materials. (Pookulangara &

Shephard, 2013)



Fast fashion is typically successful in markets where styles and elements are short-lived.
(Christopher, Lowson & Peck, 2004) Clothing production has vastly increased in the last
decade or so. And due to fast design and style changes as well as low-quality products having
a decreased lifetime, clothing production generates huge amounts of waste. Recycling a
product could decrease the amount of waste, but consumers rarely realize this.
(Pookulangara & Shephard, 2013; Forum for the Future, 2022) The production of fast fashion
yields a huge amount of emissions. And a big percentage of global wastewater comes from

textile dyeing. (Fifka, 2018)

There are two key factors in fast fashion, low costs in production and low prices for
consumers. (Chang & Jai, 2015) Fast fashion products are manufactured with cheap low-
quality materials to cut costs down and produce larger amounts of products. (Pookulangara
& Shephard, 2013) It is challenging for fashion manufacturers to maintain a sustainable or
green appearance whilst producing products with high quality and at the same time keeping
costs low. For this reason, many manufacturers use cost-efficient methods and cut corners
on the sustainability aspects. (Fifka, 2018) When consumers shop fast fashion they generally
associate the brands with mass production, waste, low production and textile quality, and
pollution. Although if consumer knowledge of fast fashion is deficient, consumers might not
give the product’s sustainability a second thought. When thinking of fast fashion consumers

do not associate it with sustainability or ecological consumerism. (Hayes & Jones, 2006)

This fact creates a challenge for fast fashion brands. In order to create a desirable product,
brands try to compensate for their emissions by generating a sustainable and ecological brand
image. They do this by applying for ecolabels and other green certificates. These certificates
require brands to change their way of functioning, for example changing production or using

a different form of transportation. (Pookulangara & Shephard, 2013)

The concept of ecolabels also has dark clouds affecting them. These are things such as
skepticism towards ecolabels, the lack of consciousness of their effects, lack of trust, faux
ecolabels which create even more distrust, and the lack of monitoring agencies. (Simi, 2009;

Van Amstel, Brauw, Driessen, Glasbergen 2007; Lewis & Stanley, 2012)



Some brands use green images and logos which look like actual ecolabels to fool their
consumers. These faux ecolabels are a way of greenwashing. Faux ecolabels diminish the
importance and credibility of actual ecolabels, which creates multiple problems for
consumers for they do not know whether they can trust ecolabels. Prior studies also reflect
these concerns - when a product is presented with an ecolabel, it rarely shows any real
evidence of the existence of sustainability. (Harrison, 1999) This also creates suspicion among
consumers and might even make them reconsider their purchase. Although there is a website
where any consumer can check whether an ecolabel is real or not, not many are aware of this.

(Ecolabel index, 2022)

Greenwashing can be done with two different goals on two main levels. Greenwashing on a
product level where the product or service itself presents false environmental claims (Delmas
& Burbano, 2011), and greenwashing on a company level where the company communicates
deceptive claims that lead to a false sense of sustainability and environmental performance.

(Torelli, Balluchi & Lazzini, 2019)

2.3 Customer perception of ecolabels

In the following chapters, this thesis will consult previous research about consumers
identifying greenwashing from green advertising. This chapter will also research how well
ordinary consumers are able to distinguish faux ecolabels from real ones. Schmuck et al.
(2018) define this type of action as customer perception, which is a customer’s ability to

identify greenwashing in products.

Customer perception of a certain product is affected by myriad aspects. The primary factors
are country of origin (Saran & Gupta, 2012; Elliott & Cameron 1994), social media and social
media marketing (Zulqurnain, Shabbir, Rauf, Hussain, 2016), previous reviews, (Wu & Lo,
2019), pricing (Hosseini, Jayashree & Malarvizhi, 2014; Laroche & Toffoli, 1999), quality
(Zulqurnain et al., 2016; Hosseini et al., 2014), and customer experience (Hosseini et al.,
2014). These are of course only the main attributes and customer perception is affected by

these amongst many other small factors.
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Customer perception is formed over time and with every interaction of the product or service,
the perception strengthens. Once a customer has created an opinion of a product or a service
it is challenging for a brand to change that perception. (Hosseini et al., 2014) For example, if
a brand is known for sustainability and its green initiatives, a scandal about greenwashing

would change a consumer’s perception of a brand’s sustainability.

Customer perception is also heavily influenced by customer knowledge. In certain industries,
such as fashion, knowledge about aspects such as production materials or percentage of
sustainability affects customer perception heavily. A positive correlation between customer
knowledge and customer perception can be seen, but only a weak correlation between
concern about the environment and choosing a product with an ecolabel and consumer
knowledge. (Nik Abdul Rashid, 2009; Magnusson, Arvola, Koivisto Hursti, Aberg & Sjoden,
2001)

Mostafa (2007) defines environmental knowledge as a consumer’s knowledge of
environmental problems and issues as well as their consuming habits’ impact on the planet.
Itis important for a customer to have a positive attitude towards the environment paired with
a habit of acting in a responsible manner to conserve the environment. (Mostafa, 2007) When
a customer is aware of the impacts and consequences of their actions, the likelihood of them

changing their consuming habits for the better increases.

A customer having knowledge about the environment has a positive effect on their consuming
habits according to Nik Abdul Rashid (2009) When a customer has information about
ecolabels and their positive impacts on the environment the probability that they are going

to make a purchase decision is higher. (Nik Abdul Rashid, 2009)

On the other hand, other research has shown that even if a customer is aware that a product
presented with an ecolabel might be a smarter more sustainable choice, it has no actual
relation to whether the consumer will choose it. There is no guarantee that an ecolabel or
other form of sustainability assurance will affect a consumer’s decision in any way. (Rahbar &

Abdul Wahid, 2011)
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Ecolabels work as a source of information for consumers. (Hameed & Waris, 2018) Consumers
can trust most ecolabels, which results in consumers’ perception of ecolabels positively. A
study by Habeed & Waris (2018) found that ecolabels are very suitable for their objective,

which is to provide environmentally friendly communication.

A customer’s perception of fast fashion is impacted by the same facets as customer
perception overall such as country of origin, social media, reviews, customer experience,
pricing, and quality. Brand image plays a big role in customer perception, especially in fast
fashion. (Aggarwal, 2004) Many fast fashion brands have an image affiliated with poor quality,
cheap materials, and unsustainability. On the other hand, some brands in fast fashion
maintain a good brand image by green marketing, using ecolabels or greenwashing.

(Pookulangara & Shephard, 2013)

So how well do consumers recognize faux ecolabels from real ones? According to a study by
Lehmann & Beikirch (2020) consumers are not easily fooled by faux ecolabels. When
consumers are presented with multiple choices the only case consumers prefer the faux
ecolabel is when the price is the only attribute they are concerned about. From this research,
it can be perceived that customer attitude and perception of ecolabels is affected by a myriad

of aspects and that customers are not as easily fooled.

2.4 Trust, attitude & behavior

Consumers’ trust towards ecolabels is difficult to create. Trust can be easily broken and once
broken it is challenging to establish again. (Sapienza, 2013) If a consumer has experience with
faux ecolabels, they likely have trouble trusting ecolabels in the future as well. Although, if a
consumer has no logical reason to believe that an ecolabel is not real, there is no reason they
should not believe it. (Gambetta, 2000) Trust towards ecolabels also has a big effect on the
attitudes and behavior of consumers.

When consumers adopt a habit early on it might be hard to get other people to adopt the
same habit as well. This was the case in the early stages of ecolabels. It was difficult to get

consumers to adopt sustainable and green habits, due to people being set in their ways.
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(Th@gersen, Haugaard, & Olesen, 2010) Consumers who adopt consuming habits earlier than
others often have a low need for social proof or approval and are therefore willing to try out
new habits. (Thggersen et al., 2010) This type of behavior from consumers results in setting
new trends which ultimately lead to changes in overall consuming habits and consumer

attitudes.

A consumer’s attitude towards a product or a brand has a significant impact on the
consumer’s intention to purchase said product. When the attitude a consumer has towards a
brand is positive the consumer favors this product in all future purchases as well. When a
consumer’s attitude is negative, they will spread their perception to people around them and
therefore spread this negative image of the brand. The negative perception will spread, and
consumer attitudes change which will lead to fewer purchases. Therefore, a consumer’s
attitude towards a product has a big impact on the purchasing decision. (Nik Abdul Rashid,
2009)

A study done by Nik Abdul Rashid (2009) found that ecolabels have a positive effect on a
consumer’s intention to purchase a product. Another research by Hameed & Waris (2018)
indicates that when consumers are exposed to ecolabels their mere existence helps them to
be environmentally conscious. Therefore, it can be indicated that ecolabels and the products

they are presented on have an effect on a consumer’s attitude.

On the other hand, according to Leire and Thidell (2005), even if consumers recognize the
positive impacts of ecolabels, this does not automatically mean that this association will lead
to a purchase. There is a need for a clearer understanding when it comes to consumer

decision-making and its relation to ecolabels. (Leire & Thidell, 2005)

A study by KPMG (2019) shows that 14% of the population in Tokyo, New York, Shanghai,
Hong Kong, and London would prefer a product if it was presented with an ecolabel. This
study shows the importance of trustful ecolabels as they encourage consumers to shop for

sustainable products.
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Customer attitude towards faux ecolabels and real ecolabels is mostly created from research,
own experience for example about quality, social value, and pricing. (Ruiz-Molina & Gil-Saura,
2008) These aspects together give each consumer a specific and individual attitude towards

all ecolabels, real and faux.

Sustainable consumption in fast fashion is frequently connected with the attitude-behavior
gap. (Park & Lin, 2020) This is a concept that explains the inconsistency between consumers'
attitudes toward products and the purchases a consumer makes. Consumers might have a
good attitude towards environmental and sustainable products, but this attitude has no effect
on their consumer behavior. This phenomenon is called the attitude-behavior gap. (Shaw,

McMaster & Newholm, 2016)

The attitude-behavior gap normally appears with sustainable, ecolabelled products when
consumers want to buy the product but do not do so because of for example the high price
of the product. (Shaw et al., 2016) However, the opposite of this could be seen in fast fashion.
Falsely ecolabelled products are still encouraging consumers to buy them even though their
sustainability features are false. This means that consumers might buy products that they

recognize as falsely ecolabelled.

In fast fashion products that are deceptively presented with an ecolabel, the attitude-
behavior gap shows results in opposite ways as per usual. Consumers want to buy more
sustainable clothing yet purchase products that show no real evidence of its sustainability.
(Harrison, 1999) Typically when addressing the attitude-behavior gap consumers want to
procure sustainable products but choose to purchase the less environmental choice. (Shaw
et al., 2016) In fast fashion, products that are falsely presented with an ecolabel lead to the

opposite phenomenon.
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2.5 Previous literature on green marketing in the Nordics

Green marketing, consumer behavior and ecolabels in fast fashion as well as the research
related to the connection between them are quite limited in the Nordic countries. Some
research has been concluded in past years however it is quite recent and limited to certain
areas. For example, one study by Rusko (2021) was about CSR and greenwashing. However,
there is almost no research done on fast fashion ecolabelling schemes in Nordic countries.
There is research on ecolabels associated with general household appliances and energy
consumption associated with energy level standards, but this can hardly be applied in

greenwashing and ecolabelling schemes. (Galarraga Gallastegui, 2002)

The one study about CSR and greenwashing in the Nordics by Rusko (2021) focuses more on
the public discussion aspects of greenwashing. Rusko found that in Nordic countries
companies are emphasizing their values over strategy. This can for example be seen in
companies’ homepages where they display values, sustainable development, and

responsibility. These results were evident regardless of the industry. (Rusko, 2021)

Drawing on the prior literature, this bachelor’s thesis will further investigate the issues such
as trust between consumers and ecolabels as well as trust’s effect on consumer behavior.
Also, does trust affect purchasing preferences, even when consumers do not fully trust
ecolabels or the ecological origins of said product? Finally, whether consumers are more likely
to buy a product that is presented with an ecolabel even if they cannot fully trust the product's
origin as well as which other motives or factors are affecting consumers’ decisions to buy

sustainable products.
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3. Research Methodology

This chapter of the bachelor’s thesis clarifies the research process. Firstly, the research design
and questionnaire development are described. Further, the procedure of data collection is

provided. Finally, the limitations of this research as well as its validity.

3.1 Research design

Saldafia (2011) defines the goals of qualitative research to be multiple and dependent on the
purpose of the research itself. One overall definition could nevertheless be to achieve
essential representations of notable findings from the analytical synthesis of the data.

(Saldafia, 2011)

This thesis uses qualitative research and an inductive approach where the research is
predicated on the theoretical background as well as the research questions. The theory of this
research is based on previous research and data, which in this study is mainly qualitative.

(Kallinen & Kinnunen, 2021)

The concept of analytical generalization is used in this bachelor’s thesis. The information from
the theoretical background is generalized and adapted for the theoretical part of this study.
From this, the goal is to understand the qualities of the studied phenomena on a deeper level

and be able to explain the phenomenon itself as well as its context and meanings.

3.2 Questionnaire development

This questionnaire was developed based on the research questions as well as the findings
from chapter two’s literature review. The questions are formed to figure out how consumers'

attitudes and actions affect consumer preferences towards ecolabels and faux ecolabels.

The interviews conducted to gather the data for this bachelor’s thesis will follow this

structure:
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Open questions

1.1. Age, gender, occupation, income

How often do you buy new clothes

2.1. How often do you shop in H&M

2.2. How often do you shop at other fast fashion stores

Do you prefer/seek products that are green/sustainable

Do you recycle/sort waste at your house?

Do you have sustainable habits e.g., saving water

If buying a product, do you check the label

6.1. If yes, do you reconsider the purchase if the product isn’t ecologically produced
Especially in H&M, many products have ecolabels - do you believe they reflect ecological
origin/production (considering mass production, fast design changes on almost every
product)

7.1. Do you still buy the product if you doubt its sustainability features? Why?

7.2. What other factors affect your choice?

3.3 Data collection

The empirical part of this research is done by using a semi-structured questionnaire and

conducting interviews in H&M stores in Nordic countries, more specifically Finland. The

interviews were collected from sixteen interviewees of different ages, genders, and

backgrounds. These demographics are illustrated below (Figure 2). This should be sufficient

for this type of qualitative research (Boddy, 2016) As these interviews were collected in

Finnish the direct quotes in the following parts are translated from Finnish to English.
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*

Gender Female 1
Male

Other

Age lessthan 25 years old
25-34 yearsold
35-49 yearsold

over 50 years old
Occupation |Employed
Unemployed
Student

Income lessthan 1000 euro
1001-2500
2501-4000 euro
morethan 4001 euro 5
*Table shows the number of participantsin each socio-economical
category, where the total number of participantsis 16.

WIFR|INIYN| OO |NIN|OR|WIN

Table 1 Sample distribution

The analysis of data with qualitative research is connected to the acquisition of the data. The
initial understanding of the subject has a considerable effect on the data collection as well as
the analysis of this data, and the actual objective of the analysis is to describe, interpret, and

understand the data. (Puusa, 2020)

The initial impression of the data is formed when the data is collected. The overall and whole
picture is formed when the data is being analyzed and when the data is split into smaller

pieces and examined in smaller sections. (Puusa, 2020)

The interview data was then transcribed into text for data comparison and for getting a better
examination of the findings. This research uses content analysis as the analysis method. This
means that the transcribed data was analyzed and then highlighted similar topics and themes
within the answers. This method is especially useful when trying to sum the findings into

similar topics which are then recapitulated into conclusions. (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018)
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3.4 Reliability and validity

The two key aspects of all research are reliability and validity. It is claimed that in qualitative
research these two concepts, reliability, and validity, are equal to a research’s rigor and are

necessary components of quality. (Brink, 1993; Cypress, 2017)

Reliability is defined as the consistency of the study and the possibility to create similar results
in future studies. (Hammersley, 1987) Reliability is formed over time and increases as the
study proceeds. The attempt of reliability of this study was created by being clear about the
process and proceedings. It is nearly impossible for the researcher to remain fully objective,
and a part of the reliability of a qualitative study is to recognize the subjectivity of the

researcher. (Puusa, 2020)

There are various steps to ensure validity in qualitative research. (Statistics solutions, 2022)
One must check personal bias and expectations before beginning the research. The research
subjects must also be varied in the sense that the sample group is not too synonymous. Also,
another method to establish validity is to actively seek alternative explanations to the current

research results. (Statistics solutions, 2022)

The results of this research can be applied to similar circumstances, especially in Nordic
countries. The sample size of this research was relatively small, yet features participants of all
ages, both genders, and varying backgrounds. (Kallinen & Kinnunen, 2021) The validity of this
study can be checked by reassuring the results of this study from other studies over time. The

results need to be gathered from similar participants under comparable circumstances.
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4. Results

In this chapter, the results of the study will be revealed, studied, and analyzed. As mentioned
in the previous chapter this study was conducted via interviews in H&M stores around
Finland. These interviews took place in the autumn of 2022 and all in all sixteen people
participated in these interviews. These participants were of varying ages, genders, and

backgrounds, further information on demographics can be seen in table 1.

4.1 Results and analyzation

During the interviews, it soon became clear that the interviewees have very dissimilar
thoughts and ideas about ecolabels and sustainable consumption. In this sample size of
sixteen interviewees all told that they only shop for new clothes less than a few times a
month. Regardless of this similarity the interviewees had divided thoughts regarding their
other consumption habits. The most variation from the participants was regarding the

sustainability aspect of a product.

The majority of the interviewees said they only purchase new clothes once a month. In most
these cases these new clothes are bought in fast fashion stores. Also given the fact that the
interviewees were shopping in H&M, a fairly large percentage of new clothes are bought in
H&M stores. Naturally, there were exceptions to this, four of the sixteen interviewees said
that they prefer to shop elsewhere, mostly in places that have a more sustainable brand
image and higher quality. These four interviewees were shopping in H&M with another

person.

“When | visit H&M, I’m only browsing or with someone looking for inspiration. | might buy
something if | can’t find it anyplace else. | prefer stores that | know are sustainable or brands

I’m sure use sustainable materials in their production.” - Interviewee 3
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From the data collected it can be deduced that people who buy clothes sporadically do not
see a good enough reason to buy sustainable clothing. They base this by saying their choices
do not make a difference when looking at the bigger picture and continue to buy

unsustainably produced clothes.

People who shop for clothes more frequently however are more cautious of their
consumption habits. Interviewees who told that they shop for clothes more than once a
month were almost always more conscious of their purchasing habits and told that they seek

products that are sustainably produced.

The next question for the participants asked whether they have sustainable habits in their
everyday life and whether they recycle waste in their households. All but one participant
answered yes to recycling waste at home. Most of these participants recycle bio-waste,
plastic, metal, cardboard, paper, or glass and around 45% of participants said to recycle all of

these.

Of sustainable habits in the participants’ lives, some habits mentioned include saving water
or electricity, recycling or repurposing clothes, recycling waste, trying not to create food
waste, transportation via bicycle or public transport, using internet marketplaces for used

goods, or overall consideration of own purchasing habits.

“At home, we try to avoid wasting food, we don’t really want to spend money on food we

aren’t going to eat. ” — Interviewee 12

“When | go shopping | usually think twice before buying anything, | don’t want to buy anything

I’ll use once” — Interviewee 12

Interviewees who told that they prefer sustainable products also have other sustainable
habits in their lives. Recycling waste was the most common among the interviewees and all
interviewees who seek sustainable fashion said to have other sustainable habits in addition
to just recycling waste. From this, it can be deduced that people with other sustainable habits

also have sustainable consumption regarding fashion.
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The interviewees were asked next whether they prefer sustainable products, most said they
do prefer them, and four participants, which is 25% of the sample size answered that the
sustainability of a product does not affect their choice. The remaining 75% of participants
nevertheless were quite passionate about sustainability and mentioned that it influences

their consumption habits.

“If  am already shopping at H&M | know these aren’t really ‘sustainable’ choices I’'m making,

so | don’t really care” — Interviewee 2

Subsequently, the interviewees were asked whether they check the sustainability of a product
before committing to a purchase. Most interviewees, around 65%, said that they sometimes
check the label for sustainability, but more often they only check the price of the product.
Three participants said that they always check a product’s sustainability and the rest three

said they never check.

“I don’t really check the label - - | buy new clothes so rarely so | don’t think that it really makes

a difference.” — Interviewee 10

“—when I’m out shopping | usually have something | came for. I’'m usually wandering around
the store looking for it and when | find it | pick it up and buy it, maybe check the price before.”

— Interviewee 11

According to previous answers, they were asked if they would reconsider their purchase if the
said product was not made sustainably. 25% said they would not change their mind, 25%
answered they would reconsider and 25% were on the fence and told that other factors

matter more.

Most people only check a product’s sustainability sometimes and if they check and see it’s
not sustainable only a minority of people would reconsider the purchase. From this
information, it can be deduced that consumers know they are making unsustainable choices.

This result could partially be true due to the fact that as many of the interviewees mentioned
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when they are shopping at a fast fashion store, they know the purchasing choices they are

making are not sustainable or environmental.

Even when 75% of the sample size told that they prefer sustainable products, only around
65% of the interviewees told to sometimes check the label. This means that even if consumers

might prefer sustainable products they do not actively seek them.

“When | go shopping before buying anything | think where | could use the product - - | wouldn’t

really want to buy expendable clothes” — Interviewee 3

A consumer’s choice to buy a sustainable product can be affected by multiple aspects. Most
of the interviewees mentioned similarly to what aspects affect purchasing a sustainable
product as to the question about the overall choice of product. One interviewee also
mentioned that their consuming habits might change when they are shopping with certain

people which they know are environmentally conscious.

“When | buy clothes | usually want to know that the way they’re produced is sustainable and

that the production conditions are not terrible” — Interviewee 15

Mentions of other factors that affect a consumer’s choice of product, other than
sustainability, are price, quality, purpose, material, and brand. The most important factor
when choosing a product is the price which 35% of interviewees mentioned. After price,
guality was mentioned by 17%, and the purpose of the piece was mentioned by 14%. Brand,
as well as material, were mentioned by 10% of the interviewees. More factors of consumer

choice can be seen below in figure 2.
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What other factors affect your choice?

= 3%

= 35%

" 4%

14% " 10%
m Price = Store = Material Purpose m= Brand = Quality = Design = Production

Figure 2 What other factors (besides sustainability) affect your purchasing choice?

The interviewees were also asked specifically how they react to ecolabels and overall
sustainability in H&M stores, and whether this belief towards the factuality of ecolabels
influences their purchasing actions. Of the interviewees, six told that they do not believe the
ecolabels to be factual, and 5 participants said that they do not have any reasons to not

believe them. The other interviewees did not have answers for this.

“Even if | know that H&M does greenwash, it does make me feel better about my choices when

the products | buy have eco labels.” — Interviewee 12

“if I'm buying a product | usually base my beliefs on the label and how reliable it looks” -

Interviewee 6

If a consumer sees an ecolabel or other sustainability label and doubts that it’s not genuine,
most people will still buy the product. Some try to justify this purchase by other factors such

as cheap price, needing a product soon, or the fact that they buy new clothes so rarely.
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Interviewee 11 mentioned that they believe only a few clothing items are produced

sustainably nowadays so they would surely make the purchase anyways.

“I think | would still buy the product - - only a few clothes are produced in a way that fully

acknowledges sustainable development nowadays” — Interviewee 11

“I buy new clothes so rarely, so it doesn’t make a difference” — Interviewee 10

The belief in the authenticity of ecolabels in H&M stores divided the interviewees into two
halves. While the other eight people believe that H&M's ecolabels are real and are proof that
the product it is presented on is sustainable, the other half has trouble believing this for the
reason that there is no concrete evidence in the ecolabels to validate its claims. Nonetheless,
even when the consumers doubt an ecolabel's authenticity or a product's sustainability the
same customer would still prefer a product presented with an ecolabel over the unmarked
one. This behavior shows the opposite effect of the attitude-behavior gap. This could be for
the reason that even if a consumer does not fully trust an ecolabel the small chance that the

ecolabel is factual is a better choice than no ecolabel at all.

Interviewee number 9 shared that if they are making the decision to go shopping at a fast
fashion store such as H&M, they already know they’re making unsustainable choices, they
believe that fast fashion and sustainability cannot fit in the same sentence. Interviewee 9 also
mentioned that they try to affect their sustainability in other ways such as buying timeless

clothes made with materials that last as well as clothes that they need and will use often.

“—1don’t really shop a lot in fast fashion stores, and | actively try not to” - Interviewee 12

Five other interviewees answered that in a case where the ecolabel is not authentic they
would not buy the product. Some respondents were not sure whether they would make the
purchase in a situation like this, and that sustainability is not the main factor in their

purchasing actions.
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“- | would prefer to not buy the product if | believe really isn’t sustainable or find a similar

product somewhere else” — Interviewee 15

The descriptive statistics of the data showed some effect on an interviewee’s answers. Nearly
all students regardless of gender seek sustainable clothing almost exclusively. These same

people recycle waste and clothing and have other sustainable habits in their everyday life.

According to the data collected older females and males who have higher incomes are less
likely to buy sustainable clothing. They have sustainable habits yet when it comes to acquiring

clothing most do not even check a product’s label for sustainability.
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5. Conclusions

In this final chapter, the main findings of this study are further discussed, and the research
guestions are answered from these findings. Lastly, the limitations of this study are analyzed,

and future research directions are suggested.

5.1 Results and discussion

This bachelor’s thesis investigated how ecolabels are perceived in fast fashion in Nordic
countries and how customer perception affects consumer actions. Also, the relationship
between consumer perception of ecolabels and consumer actions was studied. The purpose
of this study was to find out which aspects affect a consumer's purchase decision in fast

fashion and especially how ecolabels affect this.

The first and second research questions were “What is the level of consumers’ trust in fast
fashion ecolabels?” and “Do consumers prefer ecolabelled products even if they do not trust
them and why?”. The answers to these are that there is no one clear opinion about ecolabels
in fast fashion in Nordic countries. Consumer trust towards ecolabels in fast fashion is divided
into two groups of people which, based on this study are roughly similar in size. Based on the
results of this study consumers do not necessarily trust ecolabels in fast fashion but this trust
has only little to no effects on the actual purchase decision. When a consumer doubts an
ecolabel's authenticity or a product's sustainability they would still prefer a product presented

with an ecolabel over the unmarked one.

The third and fourth research questions were “Which factors/motives are affecting their
decisions to buy sustainable products?” and “What is the role of an ecolabel in consumers’
decision-making process?”. The factors affecting consumer purchases were primarily the
price of the product, the quality of the material as well as the material used, the brand and
how the brand image is perceived, the purpose of the piece, and the design of the piece also

affect a purchase decision. The ecolabel does not play a big role in a consumer’s decision-
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making process at least not in fast fashion. Most people barely even check the label, and even
if a consumer checks the label for sustainability features, the result might not change their
purchase decision. Fast fashion is perceived as harmful to the environment, and consumers

who actively decide to shop in fast fashion are at least somewhat aware of this.

When comparing this bachelor’s thesis to previous studies the results can be quite similar. As
found in some of the previous studies, ecolabels have a positive effect on consumer behavior
and therefore encourage consumers to purchase products presented with an ecolabel.
(Sharma & Kushwaha, 2019). This finding was supported by the results of this bachelor’s
thesis. Previous studies also support the finding that price, origin, and quality have a clear

effect on the customer’s decision.

5.2 Contributions for research

This bachelor’s thesis contributes to the literature and practice in several ways. Firstly, the
study adds to the literature on green marketing in the context of fast fashion as well as
consumer perception in fast fashion. This study also adds to the literature on consumer

actions and effects on purchase decisions.

The results indicated that especially amongst fast fashion shoppers, sustainability and the
origin of the product do not play a big role. For consumers, this study might help achieve a
more sustainable and environmental attitude toward shopping in fast fashion. Although when
consumers believe they are the only ones making the change, this might lead to the belief
that their choice does not have an effect and then ultimately lead to consumers’ consuming

habits remaining the same.

For the companies that produce fast fashion, such as H&M this study can show that in some
cases ecolabels, even the faux ones can help increase sales. This study had only a small sample
of people of which only some saw ecolabels as a positive factor in their purchase decision.
Although in larger samples if the percentages stay similar ecolabels have a significant

influence.
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Implications from this study for policymakers, and especially the policymakers who are in
charge of ecolabels and their authenticity could be to seek faux ecolabels even more than
now, specifically in fast fashion where ecolabels are not generally trusted. As found in this
study the authenticity and image of ecolabels are still not trusted, especially when in fast
fashion so many products have them. Policymakers could benefit from this study in a way that
they could implement new strategies and policies to eliminate the faux ecolabels from the

authentic ones.

5.3 Limitations and future research

When reviewing the data that was collected for this study, limitations should also be
considered. Although the sample size was sufficient for this type of qualitative research the
number of interviewees, sixteen overall is a rather small group of people. This research was
focused on the fast fashion industry in the Nordic countries and the data was collected from
Finnish-speaking individuals, this means that the findings might not be generalized to other
industries or countries outside the Nordics. All this data was collected from consumers in fast
fashion stores, this could influence the results as people who generally avoid fast fashion

stores were not well considered in this data sample.

Research of ecolabels and greenwashing in the Nordics is still very limited to certain areas and
there is only a few research of which nearly all were completed in the last decade. In the
future, it could be beneficial to study ecolabels more thoroughly and in ways that could
confirm the results of this study. Future research could also be done in ways that are
applicable to other industries and not just the fast fashion industry. New research on
customer perceptions of ecolabels and their greenwashing can help consumers receive more

education on the harmful effects of greenwashing in any industry.
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