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This thesis examines how consumers interpret sustainability claims in fashion marketing and how 

they distinguish genuine environmental communication from greenwashing. The fashion industry 

has become one of the most scrutinized sectors for sustainability-related misleading 

communication, yet relatively little research has focused on the actual process consumers go 

through when evaluating these claims. To address this gap, a qualitative study was conducted using 

ten semi-structured interviews with young adult consumers in Finland. Participants were shown 

real sustainability marketing materials from H&M, Zara, and Patagonia and asked to evaluate each 

one. The data were analyzed using thematic analysis, which produced five themes: price as a 

competing priority, transparency and specific information as trust signals, recognition of vague 

and visual-only claims as greenwashing, the influence of pre-existing brand reputation, and the 

conditional effectiveness of eco-labels and certifications. 

The findings show that consumers evaluate sustainability claims through a broad three-stage 

process: they first apply what they already know about the brand, then assess whether the claim 

itself contains specific and verifiable information and finally look for ways to confirm what they 

have been told. Brand reputation was found to shape consumer evaluation from the outset. Despite 

a genuine interest in sustainability, most participants placed prize first in their actual purchase 

decisions, reflecting the well-documented value-action gap. These findings suggest that credible 

sustainability communication must be specific, transparent, and consistent with a brand's broader 

identity and practices. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, sustainability has become a major topic of discussion in business and societies. 

The increasing concerns about climate change, environmental degradation and social 

responsibility have influenced how companies operate and consumers make their decisions 

(Pereira et al., 2021). Among all different industries, fashion industry is one of the most looked 

into because of its environmental and social impacts. Major issues such as high-water 

consumption, textile waste and carbon emissions have made the fashion industry one of the most 

criticized industries in terms of sustainability (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). With people being 

more aware of sustainability, many fashion companies have started to connect sustainability to 

their business strategies and marketing communication (Bly, Gwozdz and Reisch, 2015). Brands 

have been promoting their products as eco-friendly, sustainable and ethical, highlighting their use 

of organic materials, recycling initiatives and reduction in environmental impacts. These 

sustainability claims are not only promoted to respond to social pressure coming from the 

consumers but also help the companies to gain competitive advantage by attracting more 

environment conscious consumers (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015) 

With all these claims being sustainable, concerns have emerged regarding the credibility of these 

claims. Not all the companies that communicate and market sustainability are genuinely 

sustainable in their practices. This has led to the widespread issue of greenwashing, which refers 

to misleading or exaggerated environmental claims made by the companies (Delmas and Burbano, 

2011). Greenwashing can be done in many forms like vague statements, selective disclosure of 

information and even false claims about environmental performance (Seele and Gatti, 2017; De 

Jong, Huluba and Beldad, 2020). 

The problem of greenwashing is mostly relevant to the fashion industry as supply chains are 

complex and often due to lack of transparency (Delmas and Burbano, 2011).  Consumers usually 

do not have access to full information about how the companies are producing the products that 

makes it difficult for them to verify the claims that they make. As a result, they must rely on 

marketing messages, different sustainability related labels and brand reputation while making 

decisions (Testa et al., 2015). 

Also, during the same time many consumers are getting more aware about sustainability. Many 

consumers express interest in supporting environmentally friendly products but many of them also 



look for how the products are interpreting the sustainability information. A research suggests that 

consumers use different cues, such as eco-labels, brand image and message clarity to evaluate the 

sustainability claims. (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014) But sometimes these cues may be 

misleading as if companies are engaged in greenwashing (Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla and Paladino, 

2014).  This will create a situation of confusion as consumers are expected to make decisions based 

on information provided where all the available information is not always reliable or easy to 

understand (Leonidou and Skarmeas, 2017). This is also a major reason to study how consumers 

interpret sustainability claims and how they distinguish genuine sustainability from greenwashing, 

particularly in the context of fashion industry. 

Previously there has been a lot of research about relationship between sustainability, greenwashing 

and consumer behavior. Many studies have focused on the outcomes of greenwashing stating it 

impacts on the consumer’s trust, attitudes and purchase intentions. Zhang et al. (2018) found that 

perceived greenwashing negatively affects green purchasing intentions, with this relationship 

influenced by factors such as green word-of-mouth and environmental concern. Similarly, Braga 

Junior et al. (2019) show that greenwashing can shape consumer’s belief and attitudes towards 

sustainable consumption. 

 These previous studies are more focused on consequences of greenwashing rather than the process 

of how consumers interpret sustainability claims. In other words, they explain what happens when 

consumers perceive greenwashing but not how consumers arrive at that perception in the first place 

(Leonidou and Skarmeas, 2017).  Another limitation of existing research would be that it often 

treats consumers all equal and homogenous but, in reality consumers have differences, as they 

differ in terms of their knowledge, awareness and level of involvement with sustainable practices 

(Bly, Gwozdz and Reisch, 2015). These all differences can affect how they interpret sustainability 

claims and how easily they can identify greenwashing. 

Furthermore, fashion industry has been discussed as the most influential industry in terms of 

greenwashing but there is relatively limited research specifically focusing on this sector (Delmas 

and Burbano, 2011). The fashion industry has unique characteristics like fast-changing trends, 

brand influence and attachments to products which may affect how consumers process information 

(Pereira et al., 2021).  In addition, with all the complexity in supply chains in fashion industry 



makes it more difficult for consumers to verify all the sustainability claims compared to other 

industries (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). 

Another important gap in the research would be the role of communication strategies. While 

previous studies have studied factors like eco-labels and advertising, they are still lacking 

understanding how different elements of marketing communication like message clarity and 

transparency affect consumer interpretation (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014). 

In order to fill all these existing gaps, there is a need for research that focuses more directly on 

how consumers interpret sustainability claims and how they distinguish between a genuine 

sustainability claim and greenwashing (Seele and Gatti, 2017). 

 

1.1. Research Objective, Approach and Scope 

The main objective of this thesis is to explore how consumers interpret sustainability claims in the 

fashion industry and how they differentiate these claims from greenwashing. The study focuses on 

understanding the thought process and criteria that consumers use when evaluating sustainability 

related information and differentiating it with greenwashing. 

The main research question is: 

How do consumers interpret sustainability claims in fashion marketing and distinguish them from 

greenwashing? 

To answer the main research question, two sub questions are proposed: 

1. How do consumers evaluate the credibility of sustainability claims in fashion marketing? 

2. How do consumers recognize and respond to greenwashing practices? 

The study will be held in qualitative research approach, as it allows for a deeper exploration of 

consumers’ perspectives and thoughts. Qualitative methods like interviews help participants to 

open up and provide rich and detailed data that can help uncover how consumers think and feel 

about sustainability claims (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). This approach is also suitable for this 

study because it focuses on interpretation and perception rather than quantitative measurable 

outcomes. 



The data consists of ten semi-structured interviews conducted with young adult consumers in 

Finland, a group selected due to their high exposure to fashion marketing and increasing awareness 

of sustainability issues (Testa et al., 2015). The study specifically examines consumer responses 

to sustainability communication materials from selected fashion brands (H&M, Zara, and 

Patagonia), using visual stimuli to explore how participants interpret different types of claims, 

including eco-labels, vague environmental language, and visually driven messages. 

This research focuses on young adult consumers, a group that is particularly relevant because they 

are among the most active consumers of fashion and are frequently exposed to sustainability 

marketing through digital and social media channels. Young consumers also demonstrate growing 

awareness of sustainability issues, yet often face barriers between their stated values and actual 

purchasing behavior (Bly, Gwozdz and Reisch, 2015; Testa et al., 2015)  

1.2. Research Structure 

The rest of the thesis is structured as follows. The second chapter of the thesis presents the 

theoretical framework and reviews relevant literature in sustainability, greenwashing and 

consumer perception.  Then the third chapter describes research methodology, including the 

research design, how data was collected and data analysis. The fourth chapter presents findings of 

the study, and the fifth chapter discusses these findings and how they relate to the research 

question. Finally, the last chapter concludes the thesis by summarizing the main findings of the 

research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Literature Review 

Sustainability has become an important topic of discussion in modern business and consumer 

research due to the increasing interest in climate change, environmental degradation and social 

responsibility (Freeman, 2017). In the context of business, sustainability means balancing 

environmental, social and economical responsibilities while also maintaining the business 

operations. Because of high environmental impact, the fashion industry has always become one of 

the most criticized industries regarding sustainability (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). 

The growth of fast fashion has also increased clothing production and consumption that has 

encouraged consumers to purchase products more frequently at minimal and lower prices. This 

business model has led to environmental and ethical concerns among the consumers and are 

demanding more responsible behaviors from fashion companies (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). 

In response, many brands have integrated sustainability into their marketing campaigns and 

branding strategies (Seele and Gatti, 2017). Fashion companies are increasingly using terms like 

eco-friendly, green and sustainable in their advertisement, products description and social media 

campaigns. Companies also promote recycled materials and environmentally friendly production 

methods to attract more environmentally conscious consumers (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014). 

Therefore, sustainability communication has become an important competitive strategy in the 

fashion industry. 

Moreover, sustainable communication in fashion is often difficult for consumers to evaluate 

because sustainability itself is a broad and complex concept. In fashion marketing, consumers 

usually do not have access to detailed information about production processes and supply chains 

that is forcing them to believe on the information that a company is providing such as: eco labels 

and brand reputation while making the purchasing decisions (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014; Testa 

et al., 2015). Also, younger consumers are becoming increasingly interested in sustainable fashion, 

but still many are struggling to interpret sustainability claims because of more inconsistent 

communication practices between brands (Testa et al., 2015). 

Hence, the increasing use of sustainability communication has created opportunities for companies 

to improve their public image among their consumers, but it has also increased concerns about 

misleading information and greenwashing (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Lyon and Montgomery, 

2015). 



2.1. Sustainability Communication in Fashion 

Greenwashing has become one of the most discussed issues in sustainability marketing in today’s 

research. The term greenwashing refers to situations where companies mislead, exaggerate or 

falsely communicate their environmental performance or sustainability efforts (Delmas and 

Burbano, 2011). In greenwashing, companies may use sustainability related communication to 

create a positive environmental image without making substantial changes to their actual business 

operations (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015).  

According to Delmas and Burbano (2011), greenwashing can result from both external and internal 

pressures. External pressures include increasing competition, consumer demand for sustainable 

products, media attention, and environmental regulations. Internal factors include limited 

organizational commitment to sustainability, lack of resources or the desire to improve corporate 

image while minimizing operational costs. 

Lyon and Montgomery (2015) explain that greenwashing often occurs when companies focus more 

on symbolic communication than actual environmental performance. In such situations, companies 

invest heavily in sustainability advertising and branding while making relatively limited 

improvements in their environmental practices. This creates a gap between what companies 

communicate and what they actually do. 

Researchers have also identified many different forms of greenwashing. Seele and Gatti (2017) 

suggests that greenwashing can vary from vague and misleading environmental language to direct 

deception. Companies may use unclear wordings like, green or eco-conscious without giving 

concrete evidence or measurable information. In other cases, companies may selectively disclose 

only the positive environmental information of companies while disclosing and ignoring harmful 

practices (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). 

 

De Jong et al. (2020) has also categorized greenwashing into different forms such as environmental 

lies, half-truths, exaggeration and companies taking credit for actions already required by law. 

These differences are also important as consumers can respond differently depending on how 

misleading communication appears. Moreover, greenwashing is also a commonly discussed topic 

in fashion industry because consumers often lack access to information regarding production 



processes. Fashion brands are frequently using sustainability campaigns that focus on 

environmental protection, recycling and ethical values but in reality, the actual impacts behind 

these campaigns are never disclosed and may remain unclear (Nyilasy et al., 2014). 

Research shows that perceived greenwashing can have significant negative consequences for 

companies. Nyilasy et al. (2014) found that consumers develop more and more negative attitudes 

towards the brands when they perceive inconsistency between sustainability communication and 

their actual behavior. Similarly, research by De Jong et al. (2018) also found that greenwashing 

creates emotional reactions like disappointment, anger and frustration that can lead towards 

reduction in consumer trust and willingness to support the brand. 

These repeated experiences of misleading sustainability communication may also reduce trust in 

sustainability marketing in more general. Consumers may begin to doubt the environmental claims 

coming from genuinely sustainable companies (Leonidou and Skarmeas, 2017). This creates a 

challenge for companies attempting to practice sustainable communication honestly and 

transparently.  

2.2.  Distinguishing Genuine and Misleading Sustainability Claims 

A key challenge for both consumers and researchers is understanding how genuine sustainability 

communication can be distinguished from greenwashing. This section addresses that challenge by 

reviewing the different forms greenwashing can take, the signals that mark credible 

communication, and the theoretical framework of signaling theory that explains how credibility is 

communicated in conditions of information asymmetry. 

Researchers have also identified many different forms of greenwashing. Seele and Gatti (2017) 

suggests that greenwashing can vary from vague and misleading environmental language to direct 

deception. Companies may use unclear wordings like, green or eco-conscious without giving 

concrete evidence or measurable information. In other cases, companies may selectively disclose 

only the positive environmental information of companies while disclosing and ignoring harmful 

practices (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). 

De Jong et al. (2020) has also categorized greenwashing into different forms such as environmental 

lies, half-truths, exaggeration and companies taking credit for actions already required by law. 

These differences are also important as consumers can respond differently depending on how 



misleading communication appears. Moreover, greenwashing is also a commonly discussed topic 

in fashion industry because consumers often lack access to information regarding production 

processes. Fashion brands are frequently using sustainability campaigns that focus on 

environmental protection, recycling and ethical values but in reality, the actual impacts behind 

these campaigns are never disclosed and may remain unclear (Nyilasy et al., 2014). 

Understanding what makes a sustainability claim genuine rather than misleading requires moving 

beyond just documenting greenwashing practices. Genuine sustainability communication is 

typically characterized by transparency, measurability, and third-party verification, whereas 

misleading claims tend to rely on vague language, symbolic imagery, and selective disclosure 

(Seele and Gatti, 2017; Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). The distinction matters practically because 

consumers who can identify these differences are better equipped to make informed purchasing 

decisions and to hold brands accountable. 

Signaling theory provides a useful theoretical lens for understanding how this distinction operates 

in practice. Signaling theory explains how companies communicate information to consumers in 

situations where consumers have limited knowledge and are relying on different signals to evaluate 

credibility (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014). In sustainability marketing those signals may include 

eco-labels, certifications, transparent communication, brand reputation and detailed environmental 

information. As consumers directly cannot verify sustainability claims in fashion industry, they 

depend on these signals when interpreting sustainability claims (Testa et al., 2015). Crucially, 

credible signals are those that are specific, verifiable, and costly to produce without genuine 

underlying commitment, while symbolic or vague signals such as generic green imagery or 

unqualified slogans carry little informational value and are more easily associated with 

greenwashing (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014). 

Understanding the distinction between genuine and misleading claims sets the foundation for 

exploring how consumers actually process and evaluate these signals, which is addressed in the 

following section. 

 



2.3. Consumer Sensemaking, Trust and Skepticism 

Consumer perception has a huge role in determining the effectiveness of sustainability 

communication (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 2014). Sustainability claims only influence purchasing 

behavior if consumers perceive them as trustworthy and authentic (Testa et al., 2015). But, 

consumers explain sustainability claims differently depending on factors such as environmental 

knowledge, personal values, previous experiences, and level of involvement with sustainability 

issues (Leonidou and Skarmeas, 2017).  

Greenwashing is a very widely studied topic in sustainability and marketing, and researchers have 

also identified different causes and consequences of this practice. According to Delmas and 

Burbano (2011), greenwashing can be driven by both external and internal factors. External factors 

include environmental regulations and pressure, competition and stakeholder expectations, while 

the internal factors are more of organizational characteristics such as lack of resources and 

commitment to sustainability. 

Lyon and Montgomery (2015) also explain greenwashing often occurs when companies focus 

more on communication than actual environmental performance. In these cases, firms may invest 

in sustainable looking marketing campaigns that promote a “green” image without making any 

major changes in their business operations which creates a gap between what companies say and 

what they are doing. 

Greenwashing is not a single, uniform concept but has different forms. Seele and Gatti (2017) 

propose that greenwashing can begin from mild forms like ambiguous claims to more serious cases 

involving deceptive and false information. Moreover, De Jong et al. (2020) differentiate between 

different shades of greenwashing, which includes outright lies, half-truths and fake claims. These 

distinctions are important because they help to show that not all greenwashing is looked at by 

consumers the same way. 

If we look from the consumers perspective, studies have shown that when the consumers perceive 

greenwashing, it can negatively affect their trust in the companies and their intention about buying 

the products. Nyilasy et al. (2014) found that perceived greenwashing leads to more negative 

attitude towards brands when they find about the inconsistency in brands environmental claims 

and actual behaviors. De Jong et al. (2018) also explains that greenwashing can result in negative 

emotional reactions like disappointments and also anger. 



One important concept related to consumer perception is green skepticism. Green skepticism refers 

to consumer doubt regarding environmental claims made by companies (Leonidou and Skarmeas, 

2017). Green skepticism has increased as consumers have become more aware of greenwashing 

practices and misleading environmental communication. According to Leonidou and Skarmeas 

(2017), green skepticism often occurs when consumers perceive inconsistency between 

companies’ communication, it occurs when consumers find differences in what companies 

communicate and what they actually do. Consumers may question whether that sustainability 

claim reflects genuine environmental commitment or are simply marketing strategies designed to 

improve brand image (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). 

Consumers use many clues to differentiate and evaluate sustainability claims. Eco-labels and 

certifications are among the most common tools used to increase credibility and trust (Testa et al., 

2015). Testa et al. (2015) found that eco-labels can also positively influence consumer’s 

perceptions when consumers can see the certification system behind them. Similarly, Atkinson and 

Rosenthal (2014) found that consumers perceive sustainability claims as more credible when they 

have more detailed and specified information by trustworthy sources included. Also, there is 

differences among every consumer. Some consumers may not fully understand certification 

systems or may struggle to differentiate reliable labels from misleading ones (Atkinson and 

Rosenthal, 2014). This creates opportunities for companies to misuse environmental symbols and 

create false sense of sustainability among consumers (Seele and Gatti, 2017). 

Consumer perception is also heavily influenced by emotional responses. Sustainability often uses 

emotional appeals connected to nature, ethical values or social responsibility (Nyilasy et al., 2014). 

These strategies can strengthen positive brand perceptions but also at the same time can increase 

negative emotional reactions when consumers perceive greenwashing. 

De Jong et al. (2018) found that perceived greenwashing can create feelings of frustration, 

disappointment, anger and distrust towards companies. Thes emotional responses can negatively 

influence both purchasing behavior and long-term relationship with the brand. Similarly, 

greenwashing also affects green purchasing intentions among those who are highly concerned 

about environmental issues. 



Braga Junior et al. (2019) also found that greenwashing influences consumers’ attitudes and beliefs 

towards sustainable consumption. Consumers who frequently see misleading sustainability 

communication may become more skeptical toward environmental claims in general. 

Overall, previous research shows that trust, skepticism and emotional reactions are central factors 

influencing how consumers look towards sustainability communication. Consumers actively 

evaluate the claims made, but their interpretations are made by their personal experiences, 

environmental concern and perceptions (Nyilasy et al., 2014). 

 

2.4. Theoretical Framework 

This research mostly revolves around the concept of consumer perception, green skepticism and 

signaling theory in the context of sustainability communication. These theoretical perspectives 

help explain how consumers look towards sustainability claims in fashion marketing and how they 

distinguish genuine sustainability communication from greenwashing practices. 

Consumer perception theory suggests that consumers actively interpret and evaluate marketing 

messages based on their previous experiences, values and expectations (Atkinson and Rosenthal, 

2014). Sustainability communication does not automatically create trust among consumers as 

different individuals may interpret the same message differently depending on their level of 

awareness and involvement with the sustainability issues (Leonidou and Skarmeas, 2017). In 

industry like fashion, where sustainability information is often complex and difficult to verify, 

consumer perception is an important factor in shaping attitudes towards brands and products. 

This study also explores the concept of green skepticism. Green skepticism refers to doubt 

regarding environmental claims made by companies (Leonidou and Skarmeas, 2017). Previous 

research has shown that increasing awareness of greenwashing among consumers has made 

consumers more critical towards sustainability communication. Consumers are highly aware and 

may question about sustainability claims being genuine and reflecting genuine environmental 

commitments or are just being used as marketing strategies to improve brand image (Nyilasy et 

al., 2014). Therefore, green skepticism is an important topic to understand why some consumers 

trust sustainability communication while others find it misleading. 



Moreover, this research is also connected to signaling theory. Signaling theory explains how 

companies communicate information to their consumers in situations where consumers have 

limited knowledge and are relying on different signals to evaluate credibility (Atkinson and 

Rosenthal, 2014). In sustainability marketing those signals may include eco-labels, certifications, 

transparent communication, brand reputation and detailed environmental information. As 

consumers directly cannot verify sustainability claims in fashion industry, they depend on these 

signals when interpreting sustainability claims (Testa et al., 2015). 

Overall, these all-theoretical perspectives combined provide a foundation for how a consumer 

interprets sustainability claims and how trust, skepticism and communication signals affect their 

ability to differentiate genuine sustainability claims from greenwashing in fashion industry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 1: Summary of Literature Review 

 

 

 



3. Methodology 

This chapter explains how the research was carried out. It covers the overall approach taken, how 

participants were selected, how the interviews were designed and conducted, how the data were 

recorded and transcribed, and how they were analyzed. The chapter also reflects briefly on the 

ethical considerations that shaped the process. 

 

3.1 Research Approach and Design 

The study uses a qualitative research approach, which was chosen because the research question 

is about understanding how consumers think and feel when they encounter sustainability claims, 

not about measuring how many of them do so. Qualitative methods are particularly well suited to 

questions of interpretation and perception because they allow participants to explain their 

reasoning in their own words, rather than selecting from predefined answer options (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015).  The study follows an interpretivist research philosophy, which means it treats 

consumer perceptions as subjective and shaped by personal experience, prior knowledge, and 

context rather than as fixed, measurable facts (Saunders et al., 2019). This is appropriate here 

because the same sustainability message can land very differently depending on who is reading it 

and what they already know about the brand making the claim. Interpretivism allows for that 

complexity rather than flattening it. 

The overall design is an inductive one. Rather than starting with a hypothesis to test, the study 

started with open questions and allowed themes to emerge from what participants actually said. 

This approach is consistent with qualitative research that aims to build understanding from the 

ground up, using data collected from real people in real conversations (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2016). 

 

3.2 Data Collection 

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured interviews using visual stimuli. Ten 

interviews were conducted in total, all of them with young adult consumers living in Finland. Most 

were conducted online using Microsoft Teams, which was recorded automatically through the 

platform's built-in transcription function. A small number of participants who were available in 

person were interviewed face-to-face, with audio recorded using a mobile device and then 

uploaded for transcription. Interview length varied slightly depending on how much participants 



wanted to say. The shortest interview ran for approximately ten minutes and the longest for around 

fourteen minutes, with most falling in the ten-to-thirteen-minute range.  

 

Table 1: Overview of Interview Data Collection 

Detail Description 

Number of interviews 10 

Interview period 27 May 2026 to 1 June 2026 

Format Online via Microsoft Teams (majority) and in-person (minority) 

Recording method Microsoft Teams automatic recording and transcription; mobile audio for 

in-person sessions 

Interview duration Approximately 10 to 14 minutes per interview 

Interview structure Semi-structured with visual stimuli 

Visual stimuli used Sustainability marketing materials from H&M, Zara, and Patagonia 

Participant type Young adult consumers, predominantly students, residing in Finland 

Note. All interviews were conducted by the researcher. Participants are anonymized as P1 through P10 in the 

analysis. 

 

3.3 Interview Structure and Visual Stimuli 

Each interview followed the same basic structure, though the semi-structured format meant there 

was room for the conversation to go in different directions depending on what participants raised. 

The interview began with three general opening questions about sustainable fashion. 

After the opening questions, participants were shown three different sustainability marketing 

visuals, one from H&M, one from Zara, and one from Patagonia. The three visual stimuli were 

selected deliberately to operationalize different concepts from the literature rather than to represent 

fashion marketing broadly. The H&M Conscious Collection material exemplified what Seele and 

Gatti (2017) describe as symbolic greenwashing: the campaign relied on vague language, green 

color palettes, and nature imagery without providing any measurable environmental claim, making 

it an ideal test case for how consumers respond to ambiguous sustainability communication. The 

Zara Join Life material similarly offered no specific data, using emotional and visual appeals to 



imply sustainability without substantiating it, which Lyon and Montgomery (2015) identify as the 

gap between symbolic communication and actual environmental performance. Patagonia's 

material operated differently, presenting specific claims such as 100 percent recycled content 

alongside detailed product and process information, which aligns with what Atkinson and 

Rosenthal (2014) describe as credible signaling through argument specificity. Together, the three 

visuals created a spectrum from purely symbolic to substantive communication, allowing the 

interviews to capture how consumers navigate this range in practice. The visuals included 

campaign advertisements, eco-label images, and sustainability slogans taken from real marketing 

materials used by each brand.  

For each set of visuals, participants were asked the same five questions. These questions asked for 

their first impression, whether the claim appeared trustworthy and why, which specific elements 

increased or reduced their trust, whether the message would affect a purchase decision, and finally 

whether they thought the message reflected genuine sustainability or greenwashing. The full 

interview protocol, including all questions in the order they were asked, is included in Appendix 

A. 

Using visual stimuli as part of the interview was a deliberate methodological choice. Rather than 

asking participants to discuss sustainability communication in the abstract, showing them, real 

examples gave them something concrete to react to. This approach, sometimes referred to as photo 

elicitation, is well supported in qualitative research as a way of generating richer and more 

immediate responses than verbal questioning alone (Harper, 2002; Bell & Davison, 2013). Because 

consumers typically encounter sustainability marketing visually, through advertisements, social 

media, and product labels, this format also closely reflects the conditions under which such 

judgements are made in real life. 

All ten interviews were recorded in full. For the online interviews conducted via Microsoft Teams, 

the platform's built-in recording and transcription feature was used, which produced an automatic 

transcript alongside the audio file. These automatic transcripts were then reviewed manually by 

keeping them anonymous by the researcher, corrected for errors, and formatted for analysis. For 

the in-person interviews, audio was recorded also on teams and followed the same process as 

online. 

 



3.4 Data Analysis 

The ten interview transcripts were analyzed using thematic analysis following the six-phase 

framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This method was chosen because it is well 

suited to qualitative research that aims to identify patterns across a dataset without being tied to a 

specific theoretical framework in advance, which matched the inductive approach of this study. 

The analysis started with familiarization. This phase was important for getting a feel for the data 

as a whole before moving into more systematic coding. In the second phase, initial codes were 

generated with help of Claude AI by going through each transcript line by line. In the third phase, 

all the codes generated by Claude were reviewed by researcher and proposed themes carefully 

against the original transcripts, assessed whether they were grounded in what participants had 

actually said, and made the final decisions on which themes to retain, how to define their 

boundaries, and which representative quotes to include and grouped into broader themes that 

captured patterns appearing across multiple participants. The themes were reviewed and refined in 

the fourth phase to make sure they accurately reflected what participants had said rather than what 

the researcher expected to find. The fifth phase involved defining and naming the themes clearly. 

The final phase was writing up the findings, which involved presenting each theme with supporting 

quotes drawn directly from the transcripts and connecting the themes back to the existing literature. 

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

The study was conducted with care for the privacy and wellbeing of participants throughout. All 

participation was voluntary, and participants were told they could stop or withdraw at any time 

without any consequence. Before each interview began, the researcher explained the purpose of 

the study, confirmed that the data would be anonymized before use, and obtained verbal consent 

to proceed with the recording. No names or identifying information appear in the analysis: 

participants are referred to only as P1 through P10. 

The recordings and transcripts were stored on a password-protected device and were not shared 

with anyone outside the research process. In addition, participants were not deceived about the 

nature of the study at any point. The brands shown in the visual stimuli were identified by name, 

but participants were not told in advance what the researcher expected them to think about them. 



4. Data Analysis and Findings 

This chapter explores the findings from ten visual-based interviews taken from young adult 

consumers in Finland during May and June 2026. Each participant was shown sustainability 

marketing visuals from three fashion brands — H&M, Zara, and Patagonia — and was asked to 

evaluate and respond to each one. The data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke's (2006) 

thematic analysis framework, which involved reading through all the transcripts, generating initial 

codes, and then grouping those codes into broader themes. Five themes came out of this process, 

and each one is discussed in the sections below. To protect privacy, participants are referred to as 

P1 through P10 throughout this chapter. 

 

4.1 Participant Overview 

Participants were selected through purposive sampling, where they were chosen because they had 

some level of engagement with fashion and at least a basic awareness of sustainability as a topic. 

All ten were young adults, mostly students, living in Finland at the time of the interviews. What 

made the group analytically interesting was the range of sustainability awareness it included. Some 

participants, such as P3, P5, P8, and P9, had a strong understanding of sustainability issues and 

approached the visuals with clear critical thinking. Others, like P4 and P6, were less familiar with 

sustainability language and responded more instinctively. This variation helped to show how 

differently the same message can land depending on what a person already knows (Atkinson & 

Rosenthal, 2014). Table 2 shows an overview of participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2: Participant Overview 

Participant Key Characteristics 

P1 Price-driven; partially open to sustainability visuals 

P2 Student; price-first; values detailed specific information 

P3 Environmentally aware; places high value on transparency 

P4 Limited familiarity with sustainability terminology 

P5 Knowledgeable about fast fashion issues; critical evaluator 

P6 Highly sceptical; price and style dominant 

P7 Values quality; uses brand reputation as primary filter 

P8 High brand awareness; distinguishes product vs. company sustainability 

P9 Ethically motivated; trusts certifications over vague terms 

P10 Quality-focused; responds strongly to visual and textual clarity 

Note. All participants were young adults residing in Finland, interviewed May-June 2026. 

 

4.2 Theme 1: Price as a Competing Priority 

One of the clearest findings across the interviews was that price consistently came before 

sustainability in purchase decisions. Eight out of ten participants brought this up on their own, 

without being asked directly about it. Most of them genuinely cared about sustainability in some 

way, but also at the same time the reality of their financial situation, particularly as students, stated 

that price was simply the deciding factor. This gap between caring about something and being able 

to act on it is well documented and called the value-action gap (Pereira et al., 2021). 

P1 was straight about the answers by saying that price is the first thing that comes to mind, and 

sustainability comes after. P2 was equally honest, mentioning that sustainability matters in the long 

run but admitting that money is a barrier in the present. P6 reduced the whole question to a single 

phrase: it is all about the price ratio and how much discount is available. Even P9, who was the 

most knowledgeable about sustainability certifications among all participants, acknowledged that 

being a student with a limited budget played a role. That said, most participants did say they would 

consider sustainable options if the price were comparable, which suggests that the interest is there, 

even if the financial conditions do not always support it. 



"I only look to the price and then I think about the sustainability. (P1)" 

"I am a student and I do not have that much money. But in reality, sustainability is so much 

important because in the long term it is not just affecting the earth, it is also affecting us 

and our future. But other factors come before. (P2)" 

"It is all about the price ratio. How much is in discount. (P6)" 

 

Table 3:  Theme 1 — Price as a Competing Priority 

Code Participant Extract 

Price-first reasoning I only look to the price and then I think about the sustainability. (P1) 

Student budget constraint I am a student and I have a limited budget, so price is one of the key factors. 

(P9) 

Value-action gap I value sustainability and I still buy from brands that produce fast fashion. (P7) 

Conditional interest If price is not a factor, then I will care about sustainability. But price comes 

first. (P2) 

 

Major Themes: 

•  Price supremacy: Most participants thought about price before sustainability without being said to do so. 

•  Budget as a structural barrier: Participants mentioned their price sensitivity being more practical, not a 

lack of values. 

•  Conditional willingness: Most said they would choose sustainable options if cost were not a barrier, 

showing that motivation exists even when behavior does not follow. 

 

4.3 Theme 2: Transparency and Specific Information as Trust Signals 

Across the interviews, it became clear that the more specific and detailed a sustainability claim 

was, the more likely participants were to trust it. This came through especially strongly when 

participants were looking at the Patagonia materials, which included claims like 100 percent 

recycled nylon and came with detailed descriptions of material sourcing and environmental 

commitments.  

P3 was quite direct about this, saying that transparency is what builds trust and that when a brand 

actually tries to give clear information, that makes a difference. P2 made the same point even more 

simply, stating that information matters and that more of it is always better. P5 found the 100 



percent recycled nylon claim genuinely impressive, partly because it was specific enough to be 

evaluated, and partly because it set a standard that the brand could be held to. P10 described being 

drawn in by the large, clear presentation of the 100 percent figure, saying it gave a nice impression 

and made the claim feel real. These reactions are consistent with what Atkinson and Rosenthal 

(2014) describe as the persuasive power of argument specificity, and with De Jong et al. (2020), 

who show that claims backed by data generate much better consumer responses than vague ones. 

"It is all about being transparent with the consumers. They are trying to provide clear 

information, and that is increasing my trust. (P3)" 

"Information matters. The more information you provide, the more it is good. (P2)" 

"The 100% recycled nylon is something I find really attracted to. I do not think most of the 

stuff I bought was even 100% recycled nylons. So the message is quite clear. (P5)" 

"It is written in clear big words, 100%, and that is connecting me and giving a nice 

impression. (P10)" 

 

Table 4:  Theme 2 — Transparency and Specific Information as Trust Signals 

Code Participant Extract 

Transparency as credibility It is all about being transparent with the consumers. That is increasing my 

trust. (P3) 

Numerical specificity The 100% recycled nylon is something I find really attracted to. (P5) 

Information depth Information matters. The more information you provide, the more it is good. 

(P2) 

Clear presentation Written in clear big words. That is connecting me and giving a nice impression. 

(P10) 

 

Major Themes: 

•  Information depth: Participants trusted claims significantly more when they were backed up by 

details, not just slogans. 

•  Numerical credibility: Specific percentages were treated as measurable commitments rather than 

vague promises. 

•  Structured communication: The way information was presented mattered too. Clear, organized 

messages were read as a sign of honesty. 



4.4 Theme 3: Recognition of Vague and Visual-Only Claims as Greenwashing 

Perhaps the most striking finding in this study was how quickly and consistently participants 

identified greenwashing in the H&M and Zara materials. In most cases, a judgement had already 

been formed within the first few seconds of looking at the visuals, before participants had even 

read everything on screen. The signals they used to reach that conclusion fell into three categories: 

language that was too vague to mean anything, green visual aesthetics that felt like window 

dressing, and an obvious gap between what they knew about the brand and what the brand was 

claiming. 

The H&M campaign, which used the word Conscious as a hashtag alongside images of models 

standing in a garden, did not go down well with most participants. P3 said directly that just using 

the word conscious does not create trust, and that putting green colors in an image does not make 

a brand sustainable. P5 noticed the gap between the slogan and any actual sustainability message, 

pointing out that saying do not let fashion go to waste is not the same as explaining what brand is 

doing about waste. P8 used on the knowledge of the brand, saying H&M was cheap fast fashion 

and that the claim couldn’t be believed easily. P9 focused on what was missing and said that very 

little information had been provided and that more detail would have helped. 

"Only by using the term conscious would not make me trust the whole brand. Using the 

green colour does not make you sustainable. (P3)" 

"They say do not let fashion go to waste but I do not see any kind of sustainability messages 

in there. (P5)" 

"To H&M, no. Because I know it is cheap fast fashion. I would want to believe it, I just do 

not believe. (P8)" 

"How little information is given there. If they had provided more information, I would be 

more likely to trust them. (P9)" 

The Zara campaign received a similarly skeptical reception. P8 observed that the campaign did 

nothing more than state a vague intention to care about water, without explaining what was actually 

being done. P2 found the combination of stickers, imagery, and phrases like care for water and 

woman join life confusing and unconvincing. P7 pointed out that showing photographs of clean 

water felt disconnected from the reality of global water access. These responses fit closely with 

Seele and Gatti's (2017) description of symbolic greenwashing, where companies use 

environmental language without committing to any measurable outcome, and with Lyon and 



Montgomery's (2015) concept of green image-building that does not correspond to genuine 

change. 

"It just says care for water. It does not say they do anything. (P8)" 

"Without any data or something, I cannot say anything. (P2)" 

"Photos of clean water, but most places do not even have clean water. (P7)" 

 

Table 5:  Theme 3 — Greenwashing Recognition Signals (H&M and Zara) 

Code Participant Extract 

Vague language Using the term conscious does not make me trust the whole brand. (P3) 

Visual without substance Using green colour does not make you sustainable. (P3) 

Empty slogan It just says care for water. It does not say they do anything. (P8) 

No data provided Without any data or something, I cannot say anything. (P2) 

Implausibility Photos of clean water, but most places do not even have clean water. (P7) 

 

Major Themes: 

•  Vague language as a warning sign: Terms like conscious or care for water without any explanation were 

making participants feel like greenwashing rather than genuine attempts. 

•  Green aesthetics as a convention: Multiple participants recognized the use of green colors and natural 

imagery as a marketing strategy, not as evidence of sustainability. 

•  Absence of data as the core problem: When claims had no supporting information, trust did not just 

decrease, it was replaced by suspicion. 

 

4.5 Theme 4: The Influence of Pre-Existing Brand Reputation 

Participants came with existing opinions about each brand, and those opinions shaped how they 

read the claims before they had even finished looking at the visuals. For H&M and Zara, the 

reputation as fast fashion retailers created a credibility problem that the marketing content 

struggled to overcome. For Patagonia, the associations with outdoor culture, product quality, and 

environmental seriousness worked in the brand's favour from the start. 



P8 was the clearest example of this pattern. When she saw the H&M materials, her immediate 

response was that she knew H&M was cheap fast fashion, and while she wanted to believe what it 

was saying, she just could not. That reaction came entirely from what she already knew about the 

brand, not from any specific flaw she had identified in the campaign itself. P3 applied the same 

logic to Zara, saying that because Zara was a fast fashion brand, it would not credibly be moving 

toward sustainability. P7 made the broader point well, observing simply that the brand really 

affects how you think about the greenwashing thing. 

"I know it is cheap and fast fashion, so I know I cannot. I would want to believe it, I just do 

not believe. (P8)" 

"Zara is a fast fashion brand, so they would not be moving more into sustainability. (P3)" 

"The brand really affects how you think about the greenwashing thing. (P7)" 

Patagonia got more benefit of the doubt. P8 felt that it had more chance of being genuinely 

sustainable because it was a better brand overall. P7 credited its outdoorsy identity and said the 

brand itself was saying something even when the marketing looked simple. P5 just found it more 

trustworthy than the other two. This advantage makes sense in terms of signaling theory, where 

accumulated brand reputation functions as an indirect credibility signal built up over time 

(Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014). However, it was not unconditional. P8 still concluded that even 

Patagonia could be greenwashing at the company level, even if she accepted a specific product 

claim. P3 felt similarly, believing the brand was trying but suspecting things were not fully 

sustainable behind the scenes either. 

"Patagonia is a better brand, so I think they have more chances to be sustainable. (P8)" 

"Patagonia is known for being like more outdoorsy brand. Probably because of the name. 

The marketing here is kind of made so easily, but the brand says something. (P7)" 

 

Table 6:  Theme 4 — The Influence of Pre-Existing Brand Reputation 

Code Participant Extract 

Fast fashion pre-judgement I know it is cheap fast fashion. I would want to believe it, I just do not. (P8) 

Brand identity as filter Zara is a fast fashion brand so they would not move into sustainability. (P3) 

Brand as evaluative lens The brand really affects how you think about the greenwashing thing. (P7) 

Patagonia credibility Patagonia is a better brand, so more chances to be sustainable. (P8) 



Bounded trust That is also a greenwash for the company, not for the product. (P8) 

 

Major Themes: 

•  Anticipatory skepticism: For H&M and Zara, doubt came before any evaluation of the actual content, 

based purely on prior knowledge of the brand. 

•  Brand reputation as a starting point: Patagonia began with more credibility, not because of what it said, 

but because of what participants already knew about it. 

•  Credibility has limits: Even Patagonia was not fully trusted. Participants distinguished between trusting 

a specific product claim and trusting the company. 

4.6 Theme 5: Conditional Effectiveness of Eco-Labels and Certifications 

Eco-labels came up in almost every interview, and the responses revealed something important: 

having a label is not the same as having a credible one. Whether participants trusted an eco-label 

depended almost entirely on whether they understood what it meant and whether it was supported 

by any explanation. When those conditions were met, labels helped. When they were not, labels 

were ignored or made participants more suspicious. 

P9 made this distinction very clearly, saying that specific certifications are trusted more than vague 

phrases like eco-friendly that are just mentioned without context. This was a pattern across the 

group: participants wanted to understand what a label was actually certifying before they gave it 

any weight. The Zara care for water clothing tag was a good example of a label that failed this test.  

"I trust specific certifications more than just vague terms like eco-friendly or something 

which is just mentioned there. (P9)" 

"That tag written care for water simply does not connect to me. It is just looking like a 

polyester tag attached to the cloth. (P10)" 

"They just show me the pic, some stickers, and then there is care for water. It is not clear 

what they are trying to say. (P2)" 

The contrast with the Patagonia materials was noticeable. P1 commented that the labels in those 

materials came with clear descriptions, and that made a real difference. P9 found the information 

reliable and well presented. The key difference was not the label itself but the context around it. 

When a label was embedded in a message that explained what it stood for, it added to trust. When 

it appeared on its own, it did not. This aligns with Testa et al. (2015), who found that eco-labels 

only persuade when consumers understand the system behind them. One more thing stood out 



here. P5 noticed the mention of water.org in the Zara campaign and said that at least that gave a 

website to go to and check. That reference to a third-party organization offered a verification 

pathway that the rest of the Zara campaign lacked entirely. 

"The labels they used had quite clear descriptions. (P1)" 

"There is a water.org website I could go to and check out what the collaboration is with. 

That is a positive thing. (P5)" 

 

Table 7:  Theme 5 — Conditional Effectiveness of Eco-Labels 

Code Participant Extract 

Certification over vague 

terms 
I trust specific certifications more than vague terms like eco-friendly. (P9) 

Unexplained label rejected That tag written care for water simply does not connect to me. (P10) 

Supported label trusted The labels they used had quite clear descriptions. (P1) 

Third-party as signal There is a water.org website I could go to. That is a positive thing. (P5) 

 

Major Themes: 

•  Labels need context: An eco-label on its own was not enough. Participants needed to understand what it 

represented before it meant anything to them. 

•  Unexplained labels were dismissed: When a label appeared without explanation, it was either ignored or 

read as a symbol designed to look sustainable rather than prove it. 

•  Third-party references added credibility: Mentioning an external organization gave participants 

somewhere to verify the claim, which was received positively. 

 

4.7 Summary of Findings 

Looking across all five themes, a consistent picture emerges of how these participants evaluated 

sustainability communication. They were not passive, and they were not easily fooled. They 

brought prior knowledge of brands into every evaluation, they looked for specific and verifiable 

information, and they quickly recognized when a brand was using sustainability language and 

imagery as a substitute for real substance. At the same time, price remained a real barrier that 



limited how far their environmental values could influence their actual behavior. The table below 

summarizes the five themes alongside their key findings and the literature they connect to. 

 

 

Table 8: Summary of Themes and Key Findings 

Theme Key Finding Literature Connection 

1. Price Priority Price was the dominant factor; sustainability 

genuinely valued but secondary due to budget 

constraints 

Bly et al. (2015); Pereira et al. 

(2021) 

2. Transparency Specific, measurable claims were by far the 

strongest trust-building signal across the 

sample 

Atkinson & Rosenthal (2014); De 

Jong et al. (2020) 

3. Vague Claims H&M and Zara materials were identified as 

greenwashing based on vague language and 

missing content 

Seele & Gatti (2017); Lyon & 

Montgomery (2015) 

4. Brand Reputation Prior brand image shaped evaluation from the 

start; fast fashion brands faced immediate 

skepticism 

Leonidou & Skarmeas (2017); 

Nyilasy et al. (2014) 

5. Eco-Labels Labels only built trust when accompanied by 

explanation and a clear certification context 
Testa et al. (2015); Atkinson & 

Rosenthal (2014) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



5. Discussion 

 

This chapter takes the findings from Chapter 4 and discusses what they mean in relation to the two 

research sub-questions, the theoretical framework set out in Chapter 2, and the wider literature on 

sustainability communication, greenwashing, and consumer perception. The chapter ends with a 

direct answer to the main research question. 

 

5.1 How do consumers evaluate the credibility of sustainability claims in fashion 

marketing? 

Three factors consistently shaped whether participants trusted a sustainability claim: the specificity 

and depth of the information provided, the prior reputation of the brand making the claim, and 

whether the claim felt verifiable. These did not work independently. They interacted in ways that 

either reinforced or undermined trust, and the strength of any one factor depended on how the 

others were performing. 

Of the three, informational specificity had the most direct and consistent impact. When brands 

gave participants something concrete to evaluate a percentage, a material description, an 

explanation of a process, trust increased clearly. The response to the Patagonia materials showed 

this most visibly: participants who were skeptical of everything else became noticeably more open 

when they encountered specific and structured information. This is consistent with what Atkinson 

and Rosenthal (2014) describe as the persuasive advantage of argument specificity, and with De 

Jong et al. (2020), who show empirically that substantiated claims produce better consumer 

responses than vague ones. The underlying reason seems to be that specific claims carry an implied 

accountability: a brand that says 100 percent recycled can be tested against that standard in a way 

that a brand saying eco-friendly cannot. 

Brand reputation shaped the starting conditions for trust rather than its final outcome. It created a 

floor of credibility for Patagonia and a credibility deficit for H&M and Zara that content alone 

struggled to compensate for. Leonidou and Skarmeas (2017) explain this through the lens of green 

skepticism, describing how accumulated brand knowledge provides a shortcut that consumers use 

when they are uncertain. What the findings here add to that account is the anticipatory quality of 

this skepticism: for the fast fashion brands, doubt came before evaluation, not after it. That is a 

meaningful distinction, because it suggests that for some brands, the problem with their 



sustainability communication is not primarily a messaging problem. It is a positioning and 

reputation problem that runs much deeper. 

Verifiability was the third factor. Several participants expressed a need to be able to check what 

they were being told and responded positively when such a pathway existed. P5 appreciated the 

water.org reference precisely because it pointed somewhere. P3 was frustrated by the absence of 

facts that consumers could actually investigate. From a signaling theory perspective, this makes 

sense: effective credibility signals need to be observable and difficult to fake, which is what 

checkable data and third-party references are (Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014). Slogans and aesthetic 

choices do not meet that threshold. 

 

5.2 How do consumers recognize and respond to greenwashing practices? 

The interviews revealed that participants used three main signals to identify greenwashing: the 

presence of vague or purely symbolic language, the use of green visual aesthetics without any 

substantive content, and an inconsistency between what they knew about a brand and what the 

brand was claiming to be. What made this finding particularly interesting was how automatic the 

process appeared to be. In many cases, a greenwashing verdict had been formed before participants 

had finished reading the marketing material. 

Vague language was the most reliably triggered signal. Participants treated terms like conscious, 

eco-friendly, and care for water as red flags when they appeared without any supporting 

explanation or data. This is directly in line with Seele and Gatti's (2017) typology of symbolic 

greenwashing, which identifies the use of non-specific environmental language as one of its 

defining features. Lyon and Montgomery (2015) make a similar point by distinguishing between 

companies that actually change their practices and companies that simply invest in language and 

imagery that sounds environmental without committing to any measurable standard. The 

participants in this study had clearly developed the ability to recognize that distinction. 

The recognition of green visual aesthetics as a convention rather than as evidence was equally 

widespread. Multiple participants pointed out explicitly that showing green colors or outdoor 

settings was something companies do to suggest sustainability, not to demonstrate it. This suggests 

that the visual grammar of green marketing has become recognizable enough to be treated with 

suspicion on its own, which has a direct practical implication for brands. Using this aesthetics 

without substantive backing no longer builds trust; it signals that the brand may have something 



to hide. Nyilasy et al. (2014) note that perceived inconsistency between a brand's image and its 

actual practices generates negative consumer reactions, and the present findings extend that point 

by showing that the aesthetic conventions themselves have become a trigger for suspicion. 

Brand-content inconsistency was the third mechanism, and in some ways the most structurally 

significant. For H&M and Zara, the greenwashing verdict was not primarily about the content of 

the claims. It was about the fact that the brands making those claims were known as fast fashion 

retailers, and that knowledge made the claims implausible regardless of their wording. This 

extends existing greenwashing theory, which tends to focus on the characteristics of individual 

claims (Seele & Gatti, 2017), by showing that the brand context in which a claim appears is itself 

an evaluative factor. For companies whose business models are built on high-volume, low-cost 

production, the credibility problem with sustainability communication is not solvable at the 

campaign level. 

5.3 Answer to the Main Research Question 

The main research question asks how consumers interpret sustainability claims in fashion 

marketing and how they distinguish them from greenwashing. Based on the findings and the 

discussion above, the answer comes down to a three-stage process that participants seemed to 

move through, sometimes quickly and sometimes more gradually. 

In the first stage, they applied what they already knew about the brand. This was not a conscious 

deliberation in most cases; it was more like an automatic filter. Brands with fast fashion reputations 

were approached with built-in skepticism, and that skepticism was hard to shift. Brands with 

stronger environmental associations were given more room to be believed. This first stage set the 

baseline level of trust or suspicion that the claim would then need to work within. 

In the second stage, participants evaluated the content of the claim itself. The question they seemed 

to be asking, even without articulating it, was whether the claim was specific enough to mean 

something. Specific, measurable, and logically structured claims passed this test. Vague slogans, 

symbolic imagery, and absent data did not. In most cases, this was also the stage where a 

greenwashing verdict was formed, and it was formed not because participants had access to 

information about what the brand was doing behind the scenes, but because the communication 

itself had already given the game away through its lack of specificity. 

In the third stage, participants looked for ways to verify what they had been told. Not everyone did 

this explicitly, but several participants mentioned it. Whether a claim could be checked somewhere, 



whether a third party could be consulted, whether the numbers or materials described were 

something that could be confirmed, all of these added to or subtracted from the final credibility 

assessment. 

The main conclusion from this process is that informational specificity is the most powerful 

distinguishing factor between claims that are trusted and claims that are identified as 

greenwashing. This confirms Seele and Gatti's (2017) account of symbolic greenwashing and 

suggests that young consumers are increasingly capable of making this distinction on their own. 

Price remained a structural limit on how far that evaluation translated into purchasing behaviour, 

which confirms the value-action gap (Pereira et al., 2021; Bly et al., 2015), but it did not change 

the fact that the evaluative capacity was there. 

 

Table 9: Research Questions and Key Answers 

Research Question Key Answer 

RQ1: Trust factors Specificity of information, brand reputation, and verifiability; information 

depth is the strongest single factor 

RQ2: Greenwashing recognition Vague language, green aesthetics without content, and brand-content 

inconsistency are the three main signals 

Main RQ: Interpretation process A three-stage process: brand filter, content evaluation, and a search for 

verifiability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6. Conclusion 

This thesis explored how consumers interpret sustainability claims in fashion marketing and how 

they tell genuine environmental communication apart from greenwashing. The motivation for the 

study came from a gap in existing literature. While a lot of research has looked at what happens 

when consumers perceive greenwashing, such as reduced trust and lower purchase intentions, there 

has been less focus on the process through which consumers evaluate sustainability claims and 

arrive at those conclusions. This study tried to look more closely at that process by conducting ten 

semi-structured visual-based interviews with young adult consumers in Finland. Participants were 

shown marketing materials from H&M, Zara, and Patagonia and were asked to evaluate each one. 

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006), and five 

themes emerged: price as a competing priority; transparency and specific information as trust 

signals; recognition of vague and visual-only claims as greenwashing; the influence of pre-existing 

brand reputation; and the conditional effectiveness of eco-labels and certifications. 

Three main conclusions come from this research. The first is that specific, verifiable information 

is the foundation of credible sustainability communication. This study showed clearly that vague 

slogans, green color palettes, and qualitative environmental adjectives do not build trust among 

young consumers. In fact, they often do the opposite: they signal to consumers that the brand is 

using sustainability language as a substitute for sustainability practice. Brands that communicate 

in specific, measurable, and transparent terms are evaluated as more trustworthy, which is 

consistent with both signaling theory and the empirical findings of De Jong et al. (2020) and 

Atkinson and Rosenthal (2014). 

The second conclusion is that brand reputation matters a great deal, but it cannot be created through 

campaigns. It comes from what a brand has done and how it has positioned itself over time. H&M 

and Zara faced a credibility problem that their sustainability messaging could not easily fix, 

because participants already knew those brands as fast fashion retailers before they even looked at 

the marketing. Building genuine sustainability credentials takes sustained environmental 

improvement communicated consistently, not one-off campaigns. Leonidou and Skarmeas (2017) 

make the same point when they argue that long-term reputational positioning is what creates the 

conditions for sustainability communication to work. 

The third conclusion is that the value-action gap is real and persistent. Most participants cared 

about sustainability and could evaluate sustainability claims quite capably, but price still came first 

in their actual purchase decisions. This means that even well-executed sustainability 



communication will not automatically change purchasing behavior. Structural barriers around 

affordability and accessibility have to be addressed alongside communication for consumer values 

to translate into action (Bly et al., 2015; Pereira et al., 2021). 

 

Table 10: Summary of Conclusions and Implications for Fashion Brands 

Conclusion Implication for Fashion Brands 

Specificity drives trust Replace vague slogans with specific, measurable, and independently 

verifiable claims 

Reputation cannot be replaced by 

campaigns 
Invest in long-term, substantive environmental improvement 

communicated consistently over time 

Eco-labels need explanation Always explain what a certification means and who issued it, rather 

than assuming the label speaks for itself 

Price remains a structural barrier Consider how sustainability communication addresses the cost 

dimension, such as durability and long-term value 

Value-action gap persists Credible communication is necessary but not enough on its own; 

affordability barriers also need to be addressed 

 

 

6.1 Limitations and Future Research 

The study has some important limitations to be honest about. The sample size of only 10 

individuals with short lengths of interviews limits the depth of insights from the participants. 

Moreover, the sample was made up entirely of young adult students in Finland, which limits how 

far the findings can be generalized to other age groups, income levels, or cultural contexts. Finland 

has a relatively high level of environmental awareness and institutional trust, which may produce 

a more critical and informed consumer response to sustainability marketing than would be found 

elsewhere.  The three brands used for visual stimuli (H&M, Zara, Patagonia) are well known 

brands and participants already had pre-existing perceptions regarding them that may have 

influenced their responses. The interview setting also introduced a degree of artificiality: 

participants knew they were being recorded for academic research, which may have made them 

more reflective in their responses than they would be when shopping in a real context. 



Future research could address these limitations in several ways. A larger quantitative study across 

more diverse demographic groups would test whether the patterns found here hold more broadly. 

Cross-cultural research would examine whether the same evaluation heuristics appear in different 

national contexts. Research focusing on brands in the middle of the sustainability credibility 

spectrum, companies that have made genuine but partial improvements, would help to understand 

how consumers evaluate more ambiguous cases than those studied here. Also research using 

anonymous or de-branded stimuli would help distinguish whether their evaluations are driven by 

the specific visual message or by prior brand knowledge.  Finally, longitudinal research would be 

valuable for tracking how sustainability literacy and green skepticism develop over time, 

particularly as regulatory frameworks such as the European Green Claims Directive come into 

force. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Introduction  

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview. This research is looking at how people 

interpret sustainability claims from fashion brands and how they tell the difference between 

genuine sustainability communication and greenwashing. The interview will take around ten to 

fifteen minutes. Everything you say will be kept anonymous, and I will not share the recording 

with anyone outside this research project. Once the research is complete, all recordings will be 

deleted. There are no right or wrong answers here. I am just interested in your honest reactions 

and opinions. Do you have any questions before we start? Are you happy for me to begin the 

recording? 

Part 1: Opening Questions 

1. What does sustainable fashion mean to you? 

2. How important is sustainability when you are purchasing fashion products? 

3. Do you usually pay attention to sustainability-related marketing or labels when you are 

shopping? 

Part 2: Visual Stimulus Evaluation 

Now I am going to show you three sets of marketing visuals from different fashion brands. For 

each one, I would like you to take a moment to look at them and then answer the same five 

questions.  

[Show Visual Set 1: H&M sustainability campaign materials] 

[Show Visual Set 2: Zara care for water campaign materials] 

[Show Visual Set 3: Patagonia sustainability marketing materials] 

For each visual set, ask the following five questions: 

1. What is your first impression of this message? 

2. Does this sustainability claim appear trustworthy to you? Why or why not? 

3. What specific elements are increasing or decreasing your trust in this communication? 



4. Would this message affect your purchasing decision? Would you be more or less likely to buy 

from this brand? 

5. Do you think this message reflects genuine sustainability or is it greenwashing? What makes 

you say that? 

Possible follow-up questions 

•  Can you say a bit more about that? 

•  What specifically about the message give you that impression? 

•  Would anything change your mind about this? 

•  Does knowing which brand this is affect how you feel about the claim? 

Part 3: Closing 

1. Looking back at all three visuals, which brand did you find most trustworthy in its 

sustainability communication, and why? 

2. Is there anything else about any of the three campaigns that you would like to add? 


