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Abstract

THE EFFECTS OF H&M'S SUSTAINABILITY EFFORTS MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS ON ITS MILLENNIAL CONSUMERS’ PERCEPTION OF THE BRAND AND THEIR PURCHASING BEHAVIOUR IN DUBLIN, IRELAND – AN EXPLORATIVE CASE STUDY.
Jijitha Puthur George
This study explores the attitudes of millennial H&M consumers toward H&M's sustainability efforts in Dublin, Ireland, their perception of the brand and their purchasing behaviour. In addition, the research explores how consumers process, act on and distribute green advertising information through social channels at different points to change their decision-making process.

This study uses an explorative case study research approach and a qualitative survey questionnaire as the primary data-gathering instrument. Secondary research data takes the form of extant literature in the study context and documentary analysis of the brand.

This research contributes to existing contextual literature by proposing a new conceptual model combining various variables and moderators and providing a framework to understand the factors influencing fast fashion consumption and barriers to sustainable consumption. Furthermore, key themes that emerged from primary data analysis can be used to study and understand consumer behaviour and attitudes concerning sustainable fashion better. 
Keywords: sustainability awareness; fast fashion; consumer attitude; sustainable fashion; consumer awareness; consumer behaviour; sustainable consumer behaviour; consumer responsibility; corporate social responsibility
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1 Introduction
1.1 Overview
The fast fashion industry has one of the most fast-paced fashion cycles, where it takes approximately one to two weeks to plan, design, develop the product, sell-in, produce and deliver (www.mckinsey.com, 2018). In addition, it responds to consumers' demand for constant newness (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2010), where consumer behaviour is prioritised by a culture of impulse buying (Stern, 1962).

 
According to the EU Environment Agency, textiles are in fourth place regarding the negative impact on the environment and climate change, if only considering European consumption. Food, housing and transport are number one through three (www.eea.europa.eu, 2023).

 
European textile consumption was estimated to be 6.6 million tons in 2020. In 2020, textile consumption in Europe had the third largest impact on water and land use and the fifth in terms of resource use and greenhouse gas emissions (Duhoux, Tom et al., 2022) (Source: EU Environment Agency, briefing 'Textiles and the environment: the role of design in Europe's circular economy', February 2022) and every year, 5.8 million tons of textiles are thrown away, about 11.3 kg per person.

(https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/industry/sustainability/strategy-textiles_en, 2022)(Source: European Commission Factsheet Textiles, March 2022)

 
This research explores the correlation between communication in improving the fashion industry's sustainability and the consumers' attitude-behaviour regarding fast fashion consumption. Furthermore, this research aims to identify factors affecting consumer motivation for fashion purchasing, sustainability awareness and interest and the brand's interest in becoming more sustainable to highlight how these factors contribute to future research and managerial implications.

1.1 Research Purpose
This study aims to explore valuable frameworks, theories, and descriptive findings related to the researchable topic and insights into similar types of businesses to contribute a broader understanding of the influence of effective sustainability marketing communications on consumer brand perception within a specific business context. Furthermore, this study aims to present a realistic evaluation in a natural business environment that could aid the management team in improving its brand's perception by strategically communicating its sustainability efforts to the public. 
H&M is one of the leading fast-fashion companies with over 4122 stores worldwide(www.hmgroup.com,2022). The H&M Group's vision for sustainability is to lead the change towards a circular fashion industry with net zero climate impact while being a fair and equal company and to work according to their ambitious sustainability strategy produced jointly with external and internal experts. Their sustainability work spans the entire value chain, focusing on its operations and, together with other stakeholders, the industry in general (www.hmgroup.com, 2022). 

Due to the global call for sustainable production, H&M has started to offer sustainable products in their production line. However, due to fashion trends, consumers are still reluctant to change their fashion consumption only to sustainable product lines (McNeill and Moore, 2015). H&M aims to make all their products from recycled or other sustainably sourced materials by 2030 (www.hmgroup.com, 2021).

While H&M is making all these efforts to make almost all their products sustainable, it is vital to analyse the effectiveness of the brand's sustainability efforts communication in relation to consumer behaviour. Therefore, this research also aims to explore if consumers change their perception of the brand once they know about its sustainability efforts and if they are motivated to purchase its products. 

This research contributes towards understanding how H&M's sustainability efforts and the effective marketing communications of those efforts can narrow the 'Ethical Purchasing Gap’ (Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) through a review of existing literature and brand’s documentary analysis and collected primary data through surveys.
1.2  Significance of the Study
A growing need for companies to be positively perceived by their stakeholders has necessitated companies to communicate their social responsibility initiatives through regular mandatory and non-mandatory reporting (Birch, 2004). However, even though corporate governance and corporate sustainability are ongoing business priorities, communication often needs to be included in their practice (Dawkins, 2005). Sustainable production has been an ongoing topic as part of a company's Corporate Social Responsibility(CSR) activities (McNeill and Moore, 2015). The customers can easily access the companies' products, how the raw materials are sourced, and current activities, which has given the customers more power in the decision-making process (Kollat et al., 1972). This has made the company's reputation more sensitive (Aaker, 2009).
Furthermore, it is essential to know that the consumers' perception of the brand can be crucial to its long-term sustainability (Von Sikorski and Müller, 2018). However, despite the growing importance of sustainable production and consumption, the impact of a company's sustainability communicating efforts on brand perception and purchasing behaviour still needs to be explored. 

For the company to apply and recognise different strategies to increase and maintain competitive advantage, creating long-term value by effectively communicating how the company contributes towards a sustainable environment, it is critical to assess the effect of marketing communications in their sustainability efforts on the consumers' perception of the brand and purchasing behaviour. Therefore, it justifies the need for research to fill the gap by concentrating on case-study-based research to generate a more accurate finding through an exploratory study of the researchable topic and a thematic exploration of the primary data collected in its context to produce results representing the situation's dynamics.

Furthermore, it will explore how effective communication strategies concerning the brand's CSR / Sustainability efforts aid in developing a sustainable competitive advantage over long periods. The management can benefit from understanding how to create and enhance consumer awareness regarding the brands' sustainability activities from the descriptive data collected through the survey process and integrate those feedback or ideas into their marketing strategy to improve the brand's overall perception.

Though there is an increase in demand for ethically produced and sustainably sourced goods, the perception of sustainable consumption varies from person to person. Consumer behaviour will likely change in the future, and the decisions will mainly be based on environmental and social responses (www.euromonitor.com, 2020), as two of the most significant global risks are environmental and societal issues (www.weforum.org, 2020). Consumers tend to care about unethical behaviour increasingly, but this attitude only sometimes translates to behaviour concerning fashion items (Joergens, 2006). This translates to the attitude-behaviour gap, further explored in the literature review chapter.

This research resulted from the growing impact on environmental and ethical welfare due to non‐ethical fast fashion practices and the potential to reduce this through sustainable fashion practices and increased consumer awareness and understanding of the barriers to sustainable consumption. 

1.3 Research Objective

This research study explores the attitudes of millennial Irish H&M consumers toward H&M's sustainability efforts, their perception of the brand and their purchasing behaviour. In addition, the research explores how consumers process, act on and distribute green advertising information through social channels at different points to change their decision-making process.
The existent empirical studies (McNeill and Moore, 2015) (Harris et al., 2016) (Gomes de Oliveira et al., 2022) have faced limitations when evaluating the effect of sustainability efforts in marketing communication on consumers' perceptions and purchasing behaviour. Therefore, to answer the research question and achieve the objectives, this study will explore the existing theories and models in the context concerning the brand's sustainability marketing efforts to evaluate their effectiveness. 

Therefore, this research deals with an exploratory case study of H&M.

The research objectives are to: -

(1) Evaluate millennial Irish H&M consumers' perception of the brand concerning its sustainability efforts.

(2) Identify the barriers to sustainable fashion consumption.

(3) Outline the potential outcomes of this research.
1.4 Structure of the Study

This study will provide a research design enabling the author to lead primary data collection through a survey method. A survey will be conducted that will assist in identifying the customer's perception of the brand in terms of its sustainability efforts and if it impacts their purchasing behaviour. In addition, the geographical area of concern will be restricted to Dublin, the Republic of Ireland, to create a consistent assessment of these issues. Finally, the brand's documentary data and social media platforms are analysed as a source of secondary data to assess the company's current communication regarding its sustainability efforts and how they communicate.
The following chapters uncover the theory and original findings of this research, thus fulfilling the Aims and Objectives:-

(i) Chapter 2- Literature Review.

(ii) Chapter 3 - Methodology and Research Design.

(iii) Chapter 4 - Presentation and Discussion of Findings.

(iv) Chapter 5 -Concluding Thoughts on the Contribution of this Research, its Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research.

To summarise, this study will link concepts and their variables to analyse the data collected, to assist in creating a framework to guide the research to relevant topics and areas to be explored and interpret the process to reach the research objectives.
2 Literature Review
2.1 Overview

This chapter explores the meaning of sustainability and its impact on the fast-fashion industry. First, it discusses fast fashion's influence, its sustainability efforts' impact, and how they communicate these efforts to consumers. Next, it compares areas of the brands' interest, consumers' awareness of sustainable consumption and the factors that affect the purchasing behaviour in sustainable consumption. Finally, it examines theoretical perspectives of marketing communications about sustainability and its impact on consumers' perception of the brand and purchasing behaviour. 

2.2 Fast Fashion
Fashion is a significant part of an individual's identity and well-being; however, the value of clothes has been transformed by the fast fashion industry's production pace, scale, and cost. Fast fashion is a vital global industry in generating revenue and employment; however, its impact on sustainability must be considered (Studio, 2018). The fast-fashion industry aims for high productivity and large-scale consumption, with 85% of all wasted textiles being burned or sent to landfills yearly (www.unep.org, 2018).

Compared with February 2020, the highest increases in the volume of Retail Sales in February 2023 were seen in Clothing, Footwear & Textiles (+51.5%), in contrast to other industries in Ireland.
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Figure 1: Seasonally Adjusted Volume percentage changes for 13 Retail Businesses, February 2020 - February 2023 (www.cso.ie, 2023).
 

Fast fashion responds to consumer demand for newness (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006). Fast fashion consumers prioritise constant change in their fashion consumption behaviour and subscribe to a culture of impulse buying (Stern, 1962).

The main issue underlying the research is that it needs more evidence that practical sustainability efforts in marketing directly impact consumers' perception of the brand and their purchasing behaviour. Though there is an increase in demand for ethically produced and sustainably sourced goods, the perception of sustainable consumption varies from person to person. Furthermore, previous studies (Brewer (2019), Blázquez (2014), McNeill and Moore, (2015)), have presented limitations and different variables, mainly linked to the business environment, culture, knowledge, desire, affordability, convenience, and ease of access.

Though the fashion industry has recently undertaken the path for sustainability and ethical production, the awareness of these efforts among consumers needs to be made more apparent. The supply network's speed, complexity, geographical span, and size significantly contribute to the issue (Brewer, 2019). Over the last decade, the situation concerning sustainability has worsened, where constantly changing fashion trends force brands to source and transport materials from countries offering the lowest cost (Dissanayakea and Sinha, 2015). 

 

This case study aims to identify the factors that influence Irish millennial consumers' purchasing behaviour in sustainable consumption, brand choice, perception of the brand and how to improve, in general, the awareness regarding sustainable consumption and the brand's communication concerning their sustainability efforts. 

2.3 Fast Fashion Consumption
Consumer behaviour is a broad concept where consumers take many forms, and the consumption could range from items satisfying their basic needs to prestige, status quo, or spiritually related. Consumer behaviour is formed based on cultural values, habits, routines, social norms and expectations where goods such as cars and clothes indicate status; material possessions and physical comfort dominate consumer behaviour than spiritual values (Jackson, 2005).

Fast fashion allows consumers to choose from the vast options available, who exhibit high demand for the latest fashion, with little awareness of how their fashion consumption impacts social sustainability(Morgan and Birtwistle, 2009). As a result, consumers accept poor quality and discard clothes unprecedentedly (Joung, 2014). Digital technology has significantly affected fast fashion through online shopping and social media, facilitating unprecedented choice and speed (Brewer, 2019). This phenomenon has led to consumers comparing products online, seeking greater variety and lower prices (Blázquez, 2014). Social Media is the main driving factor of visual representation of high-street fashion retailers; the quality of posts has a positive direct correlation with their followers and strongly influences brand image. The developments in digital technologies and the attachment to social media, especially among young millennials, have given them vast shopping opportunities and changed their lifestyles (Brewer, 2019).

Furthermore, an analysis of factors that affect the decision-making process of consumers in sustainable consumption and attitude-behaviour gap will show that sites such as Facebook and Instagram have increased pressure, particularly on young women, to transform themselves to live up to the latest fashion trends(Brewer, 2019) and these priorities may predominate their sustainable consumption choices despite the increase in awareness and concern with sustainability. However, Brewer's (2019) study generalises the findings to young millennial women. 

Therefore, to narrow the attitude-behaviour gap and to understand how millennials perceive and behave in their decision-making process, an enhanced study including men and women aged 23-41 is considered for the qualitative analysis of this current study to be able to generalise the findings to a larger population. Furthermore, it is essential to understand the perception of sustainable consumption as consumers at different life stages; their awareness, affordability and social needs and values might differ.

As the fashion industry continuously grows, changes and responds to the latest trends, it is essential to adapt to advanced production technologies to minimise the adverse impacts of manufacturing processes on the environment and society. Businesses are also responsible for improving their responsible business practices and educating consumers to increase awareness of sustainable consumption. To impact a change in consumer perception and behaviour, consumers need to understand the reality of overconsumption of fast fashion (McNeill and Moore, 2015). However, each individual's reason for choosing or not choosing and the motivation behind the choice can be different. Hence it is essential to address the factors that influence the decision-making process and not just assume that awareness of consequences leads to behaviour. The current study reiterates the importance of acknowledging the attitude-behaviour gap to create an effective communication strategy for the brand.

 

A population considering the broader impact of the consequences of their consumption on the environment, animals and other people are regarded as ethical consumers (Barnett, Clive et al., 2005). Though there is an emergence of sustainable practices in the fashion industry, to overcome the challenge of encouraging sustainable consumption without depleting or harming the environment while satisfying the current needs (Sesini et al., 2020), consumers and the industries must become self-aware of the concept of sustainable consumption (Butler and Francis, 1997).

 

Therefore, the current study also aims to identify what sustainable consumption means to each consumer to narrow the generalisation of the concept. The companies gain a competitive advantage through transparent and factual communication about their sustainable practices in garment production, suppliers and sources of raw materials and recycling; however, the legitimacy of these sustainability claims must improve (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). Furthermore, to avoid allegations and legal suits against the brands for greenwashing, the manufacturers should specify what makes their products sustainable and what part of the product is sustainably sourced and produced (Henninger et al., 2016).

Moreover, transparent and factual communication regarding the brand's sustainable practices will help to overcome the challenge of encouraging consumers to make informed purchasing decisions (Henninger et al., 2016).

 

Fast fashion brands must increase awareness and understanding of their sustainable practices to change fast fashion consumer behaviour. However, these consumers are generally eager to have the latest fashion products on trend, and sustainability might not be first on the list of their decision-making process, though they show great concern for the environment (Harris et al., 2016). 

Therefore, the current study aims to narrow the attitude-behaviour gap by identifying the most influential factors during sustainable consumption decision-making. By identifying these factors, the brand might gain valuable insights to engage in consumer-focused marketing content that understands consumer needs, buying behaviour and other social needs or issues that impact their purchasing decisions better.

2.4 Exploration of Sustainability in the Fast Fashion Industry and Consumer Consumption
The fashion industry requires more transparency, characterised by its distanced production facilities from the buying offices, globally fragmented supply chain (Köksal et al., 2017), and constantly changing low-cost products where negotiations around style, price and speed are expected. As a result, apparel factories work with complex, constantly changing products made from numerous components, with short lead times, low prices, and the threat of discounts for failure to meet contract details. Furthermore, it is essential to understand that although the brand image is crucial for consumers to choose, consumer perception of the brand and how it communicates and engages with its consumers is a vital moderator that will positively or negatively affect the brand image(Venger and Pomirleanu, 2018). Though the extant literature explores the damages caused by the fast fashion industry, from its production to the supply chain and the sales store, further research is required to identify how aware the consumers are of the fast fashion industry's impact on the environment and if this awareness has an influence on their fashion consumption.

 

There is a growing interest in a production method that gives importance to quality to achieve sustainability in the fashion industry and the characteristics of this consumer segment (Jung, S. and Jin, B., 2016). The study conducted by Jung, S. and Jin, B. (2016) through a cluster analysis identified that different marketing strategies were required to reach the distinctive profiles of each group under study. Their study provides a critical perspective for consumer education on sustainable apparel consumption.

Considering the context of this study, the population of Dublin and the gender and age group are considered to understand why the awareness of sustainability amongst the millennials does not result in behaviour.

[image: image2.png]DUBLIN CITY

Ireland
Population
The population development of Dublin City as well as related information and services (Wikipedia, Google, images).
Population Population Population Population Population Population Population Population Population
Name Status Census Census Census Census. Census. Census Census Census. Census.
19810405 1986:0413 19910421 19960428 2002:0428 20060423 2011-0410 2016:0424 2022:0403
Dublin City City 525,882 502,749 478,389 481,854 495,781 506,211 527,612 554,554 588,233

Dublin City

[ 588,233 Population [2022] - Census
> 116.6 km? area
@ 5,046/Kkm? population Density [2022]
@ 1.0% Annual Population Change [2016 — 2022]

iffey, Irish Sea, Royal Canal, River Dodder

Jl| Dublin: capital and largest city of Ireland - Inception: 0841 - Elevation: 20 m - Official Website - Local dialing code: 01 - Postal code: D1-18, 20, 22, 24, D6W (+) - Near waters:

W Q@i Y M
et Rewl s sseds  SEaIs wn  senm e e gess s

Source: Central Statistics Office, Ireland (web).
Explanation: The results of the 2022 census are preliminary.




Figure 2: 2022 Census Results – Dublin Population

(https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/, 2022)
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Jayaraman, V., Singh, R. and Anandnarayan, A. (2012) study ascertains the cost benefits the firms may have due to green manufacturing and recycling, where the results showed a strong correlation between the environmental concern of the survey respondents and their perception of the firm that has implemented green manufacturing techniques. In addition, they also identified the respondents' perception of the firm, concern for the environment, and sustainable consumption are correlated.

 

However, the factors that impact sustainable consumption cannot be generalised to consumer perception of the brand, sustainability awareness and the intention to buy a green product. Hence further research is required to identify the other factors that impact decision-making on sustainable consumption, which will be explored further in this study.

  

Fast fashion has created an emerging demand for constantly new products, forcing companies to source and produce low-cost fibre, fabric and garments, which leads to the consumption of vast quantities of raw materials, accounting for 10% of the world's carbon emissions (Brewer, 2019). As a result, sustainability practices are jeopardised; when the industry uses harmful substances and or processes and utilises the resources faster than are naturally replenished, polluting, depleting and damaging our natural sources ((Köksal et al., 2017, McNeill, Moore, 2015). Furthermore, the supply chain that involves manufacturing all the product parts, and reaching the product to the point of sale, involves an extensive transportation network that further contributes to environmental damage (Brewer, 2019).

 

There is increasing attention from policymakers, firms and consumers concerning sustainability in the fashion industry(Busalim et al., 2022). As a result, (Mandaric et al. (2022), Hatley(2021), Lundblad and Davies(2016), Chomvilailuk and Butcher(2018) ample research has been performed to understand the correlation between sustainable products, consumer ethics and ethical consumption. However, to achieve the research objectives of this study, qualitative and experimental studies need to be more represented in the existing literature. Hence the aim is to systematically review and critically assess the empirical literature and theories on consumer behaviour and to identify the factors that influence their decision-making process.

Furthermore, further research to explore the brand's attitude and behaviour towards its supply chain and customers will enable readers to understand better how to improve consumer awareness of the brand's sustainability efforts and marketing strategies.
2.4.1 Exploration of Consumer Attitudes About Sustainable Consumption.
Ethical consumerism is an emerging trend, and more consumers are ethically concerned; however, these intentions rarely transform into purchasing behaviour (Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018). The barriers restraining sustainable fashion consumption vary from price, knowledge, availability, brand image, communication transparency, and consumption behaviour (Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018). To understand why sustainable awareness and ethical consumption intention do not result in purchasing decisions, the attitude-behaviour gap must be further explored, considering different moderators and variables.

Upon further exploration of the existing literature and theories, the attitude-behaviour gap can be narrowed by increasing consumer awareness of a brand's sustainability efforts by promoting consumer-tailored marketing messages, again taking into consideration of variable factors such as age, gender, income, culture, and country to understand this effect better. (Luo et al., 2020).
Consumers tend to behave so that their actions will create a specific outcome, and they rely on rational decision-making to purchase the products (Fishbein, 1979). They make their decisions from a list of available alternatives that clearly describe the consumers' evaluation process (Kollat et al., 1972) and that consumers tend to make decisions after considering alternatives or through rational thinking. However, concerning the fast fashion industry, most fast fashion purchases are impulse decisions following the latest fashion trends (Stern, 1962).
Regarding sustainable fashion, consumption is mainly centred around the consumers' perception and attitude towards the brand or the products and their concern for social and environmental well-being (McNeill and Moore, 2015). Therefore, the emphasis should be on consumer behaviour and attitudes towards sustainable fashion consumption and the need for more awareness of sustainable or ethically produced fashion goods. To enhance awareness of a brand's sustainable products and enable consumers to make decisions based on their perception, transparent and consumer-tailored ethical/green advertising is essential (Luo et al., 2020).
For an organisation to effectively communicate their sustainability efforts, they need to understand its market. Using the developmental theory in a fashion context, fashion consumers can be categorised into one of three groups: 'Self' consumers, concerned with individual/self needs, 'Social' consumers, concerned with social image and 'Sacrifice' consumers who strive to reduce their impact on the world (McNeill and Moore, 2015). Therefore, the brands need to understand how different groups view fast fashion and how they consume it, as their perception of the brand could be different.

It is also vital for the brands to understand the stigma around sustainable products as this could be a factor that contributes to the attitude-behaviour gap. For example, consumers' perception of garments made from recycled plastic bottles was that these products were contaminated, which decreased their purchase intentions (Meng and Leary, 2021). However, they also identified that consumers preferred recycled plastic products not directly in contact with the skin (Meng and Leary, 2021). This indicates that the consumer attitude towards sustainable consumption strongly correlates with consumer awareness and how the brands communicate and create awareness among their target group. 

Stolz, J. et al. (2013) research provides vital insights for the current case study as it was directed towards consumer perception of brands and their sustainability awareness. In their study, culture was considered as a moderator to evaluate personal motives for sustainable consumption, comparing German and Spanish consumers through an international survey. Their study suggests that Spanish consumers exhibited a weaker perception of the availability of sustainable products at their marketplaces due to weaker environmental awareness. However, both groups showed high importance for the social impact of their consumption. Therefore, the current case study aims to explore further through a detailed conceptual framework with key concepts, variables and moderators, as consumer perception and awareness of sustainability cannot be generalised based on only culture. 

2.4.2 Impact of Brand Familiarity on Sustainable Consumption
Brand familiarity is essential in creating awareness amongst consumers about sustainability and influencing purchasing behaviour. Therefore, the brands should capitalise on the social media community through effective CSR marketing strategies to increase brand familiarity (Chu and Chen, 2019). Consumer perception of the brand's CSR activities and consumption positively correlated when the relationship between brand familiarity and consumer engagement in social media with CSR-related activities was analysed through an online survey of social media users in China (Chu and Chen, 2019). Though the above study provides a theoretical contribution to the CSR literature, it is also necessary to identify that the CSR activities by the brands could be misleading simultaneously, and the brands need to be cautious not to make wrongful claims about their sustainability efforts. 

For a better understanding of what drives consumers to purchase a sustainable product, one should get in-depth knowledge of sustainable living as a life choice. For example, frequent sustainable consumers link their purchasing criteria and personal values to the consumed products (Lundblad and Davies, 2016).

The attitude-behaviour gap in sustainable consumption is evident and one of the many challenges brands faces today. Hence it is vital to understand the driving factors that lead to the final decision-making and the choice of product or brand and identify the patterns in consumption to create a more significant and better impact. 
2.5 Marketing Communications – Sustainability
While the previous section identifies the importance of consumer attitude in sustainable consumption, the effectiveness of marketing communications is equally significant in impacting the consumer behaviour and narrowing the attitude-behaviour gap.

A brand achieves a sustainable market positioning through an effective communication strategy for its targeted audience(Aaker and Fournier, 1995). Furthermore, it enables the company to identify patterns of consumer perception and purchasing behaviour and overcome the potential customer's scepticism when communicating sustainability efforts (Aaker and Fournier, 1995). In addition, it enables the company to identify the opportunity for emotional attachment to build a rapport between the company and its stakeholders, thus generating greater customer loyalty. To achieve this and to create awareness amongst consumers to affect their perception of the brand so that businesses could have a competitive advantage, they should link the company in society and Corporate Social Responsibility (Türkel S. et al., 2016). 

While a brand must communicate effectively about its sustainability efforts, encouraging sustainability could be challenging as it could mean different things to different consumers (Henninger et al., 43, 2016). This dilemma concerning the exact meaning of 'ethical', 'sustainable', and 'green' production and consumption may encourage some brands to exaggerate and make imprecise claims about their sustainability activities (Thomas, 2008). 

This research aims to identify factors to decrease the significant attitude-behaviour gap concerning sustainable consumption. As this research focuses on fast fashion, the communication strategy must apply to a wide range of consumers, not just those committed to sustainable consumption, to recommend and optimise sustainability communication between fast fashion brands and consumers. 
2.5.1 Significance of Effective Sustainability Marketing Communications

Sustainability marketing communications play a vital role in educating the brand's consumers to create awareness of their activities and encourage them to consume ethically. However, the scepticism on social media about how green advertising affects consumers' purchase intention and perception of the brand is worth exploring. The indirect relationship between the purchase intention and how that is affected by the perceived information through green advertising scepticism moderates the interdependent self-construal positively and independent self-construal negatively (Luo B. et al., 2020). 

A recent investigation by Quartz into H&M's sustainability claims resulted in a scandal accusing the brand of "greenwashing" mainly through the use or misuse of H&M's sustainability certification system, the Higg Index (Shendruk, Amanda, 2022). It is currently ranked C (mediocre) on the Impakter Sustainability Index and is currently not sustainable (Ponte, 2023).
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Figure 4: Higg Index of H&M clothing adapted from Quartz Report

(Ponte, 2023)

Green product marketing requires consumer-tailored content with truthful facts. McCreesh N.C. et al. (2018) discuss the importance of engaging the consumers in the sustainable projects of the brands to create awareness which impacts consumer-facing outputs in issues related to sustainable consumption. Through an initiative called "Project transfer", their research analysed the participant brand efforts to promote sustainable consumption within the retail industry and how consumers receive and respond to this information (McCreesh et al., 2018).
Though there is a growing urge and increased awareness of sustainability issues, the attitude-behaviour gap that results in sustainable consumption still needs to be explored not just by academic literature but with a greater understanding of the factors that cause the gap.
McKeown, C. and Shearer, L. (2019) findings through an ethnographic investigation of Emma Watson's @the_press_tour Instagram account and eight in-depth interviews with account followers showed that though the account had an impact on consumer perception and engagement in sustainable fashion consumption and the participants were willing to discuss the phenomenon regarding sustainable fashion, a long-term impact resulting purchase intention was not identified. Therefore, it is vital to identify the factors that could impact long-term sustainable consumption so the brands can influence their consumers through effective communication considering these factors.

Sustainability in the fashion industry is a global challenge, and sustainable fashion education should reflect the complex nature of the issue (Murzyn-Kupisz and Hołuj, 2021). It is necessary to address that not just the brands or the consumers contribute towards sustainable retail consumption but also the fashion designers. Therefore, being equipped with the necessary skills and knowledge of the challenges can significantly contribute to sustainable production. Furthermore, it could benefit the brand by being associated with the necessary technology and human resources and help consumers understand how they sustainably make their products to impact the consumers' perception of the brand and influence the purchase intention through effective communication.
2.5.2 Impact of Brand’s Sustainability Marketing Efforts on Consumer Consumption and Perception

The demand for sustainable production and consumption has increased in the last decade. Therefore, a brand should be able to positively impact its consumers regarding perception and sustainable consumption to sustain itself long-term. However, sustainable production requires a considerable amount of investment. Moreover, while it focuses on the positive outcomes of corporate sustainability, more knowledge of the adverse side effects must be gained (Acuti et al., 2022).

Contrary to the belief that consumers' perception regarding the brands' CSR practices is based on moral aspects and society-centred values, Schmeltz, L. (2012) found through the survey they conducted that consumers prefer explicit communication by the organisations concerning their CSR practices and brand's Corporate Social Responsibility( CSR) initiatives influence consumer attitudes and consumption  (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009). However, on the other hand, the legitimacy of the information communicated to the consumers must be scrutinised to ensure that the sustainability claims the brands make are accurate and verifiable.

The role of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has also been explored by Öberseder, M., Schlegelmilch, B.B. and Gruber, V. (2011) where the research shows that there is a gap between the limited role of CSR in purchasing behaviour and the consumers interest in CSR practices. The qualitative data gathered from in-depth interviews shed insights into the complex and structured process where consumers differentiate between the central and peripheral factors. Though the findings contributed to a better understanding of the role of CSR in purchasing decisions, it requires further understanding of the willingness of consumers to educate themselves on sustainable consumption regardless of their intention for the same.

To create a positive and long-term impact, the brand should integrate consumers' needs, such as social status, affordability and environmental protection and how their sustainable apparel meets these needs holistically rather than using only pro-environmental content. In addition, the marketing communications should be user-centric to convey that their sustainable apparel meets the different needs of the consumers and thus encourages sustainable consumption. (Chakraborty and Sadachar, 2022).

 An organisation must recognise the importance of sustainability activities as an integral part of corporate social responsibility rather than a separate policy or welfare cause. First-line, middle and top managers' moral reasoning ability impacts an organisation's ethical behaviour and goals (Forte, 2004). Furthermore, an organisation's ethical climate and demographic and institutional values play a significant role in the motivation to produce sustainable goods sustainably. Hence, brands need to be transparent and truthful with their sustainability marketing communications without advertising misleading information, which could negatively impact consumer perception and consumption. 

2.5.3 Document Analysis – H&M
The secondary data documents are collected through H&M's website, TikTok, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, LinkedIn, and Twitter accounts and in-store content. Annual reports, sustainability reports, publications, advertising campaigns and images are used to understand how, where and when H&M communicates their sustainability activities in these marketing channels.

Figure 5 shows the types of documents collected and analysed to understand the brand's sustainability activities and how and where they communicate these activities. 
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Figure 5: Types of data for Documentary Analysis
H&M aims to achieve net zero by 2040 and to reduce its absolute emissions by 56% by 2030 (https://hmgroup.com/about-us/h-m-group-at-a-glance/, 2022).
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Figure 6: Highlights from H&M sustainability report 2022

H&M Group is working towards ensuring a sustainable fashion industry for all while focusing on their group's vision for sustainability to lead the change towards circular and climate-positive fashion while being a fair and equal company. Their sustainability work includes the entire value chain, operations, and collaborating with other stakeholders and the industry (https://hmgroup.com/sustainability/leading-the-change/vision-and-strategy/, 2022).

 

H&M hit a significant milestone when their intermediate goals for 2030 were approved by the Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi), which is an initiative by CDP, the UN Global Compact, World Resources Institute (WRI) and WWF to define and promote the best practice in science-based target setting. The SBTi independently assesses and approves companies' targets. They aim to use 100% renewable energy in their operations and manufacturing suppliers' factories (https://hmgroup.com/news/hm-group-drives-its-climate-agenda-forward/, 2019).

The H&M Group joined EU Green Consumption Pledge Initiative in April 2021. The pledge focuses on environmental improvement, communication towards customers and transparent reporting and includes goals to measure the carbon footprint of all H&M Group's products. Their goal is to enable customers to make informed choices aligned with their values and empower them better to understand their influence on the environment and society. (https://hmgroup.com/news/hm-group-joins-eu-green-consumption-pledge-initiative/, 2021). The brand also ranked 2nd out of 250 brands reviewed by the Fashion Transparency Index (https://hmgroup.com/news/hm-group-amongst-highest-scoring-brands-in-transparency-index-2021/, 2021).

They also developed a tool called ' The Circualtor' in collaboration with their internal and external experts to support the designers by defining a product's purpose that will guide decisions on which materials and design strategies to use to ensure a balance between durability and recyclability. H&M group aims to design all their products for circularity using this tool (https://hmgroup.com/sustainability/circularity-and-climate/circularity/designing-for-circularity/, 2022).

 

In 2013, H&M introduced the first garment-collecting initiative for a fashion brand of its size and has collected over 140,000 tonnes of preloved textiles since then. In March 2021, they launched a pilot project to help their suppliers turn what was once considered waste into new clothes and accessories, and as a result, an additional 500 tons of materials were recycled during the year (https://hmgroup.com/report-stories/turning-waste-into-fashion-with-recycled-materials/, 2022).
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Figure 7 : Garment collection point – H&M Store, College Green, Dublin, Ireland.

H&M offers their consumers garment collecting points in almost all of their stores. The collected items are handed over to their partners to sort and recirculate them according to their condition. As a result, they have recycled around 500 tonnes of textile waste from our garment production factories back into our products in 2021, and in 2022 the consumers handed in 14,768 tonnes of textiles (https://hmgroup.com/report-stories/turning-waste-into-fashion-with-recycled-materials/, 2022).
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Figure 8: Sustainability efforts information poster
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Figure 9 : Garment collection Program In-store advertisement.
The documentary analysis showed that the website had more in-depth articles and information concerning its sustainability efforts than on social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram and TikTok. H&M. The social media platforms' content included the latest trends, offers and promotions. The store had minimal signage and posters promoting its sustainability activities.

2.6 Conceptual Framework
This chapter discusses the conceptual framework created by the author based on the research aim and objectives. The framework is designed based on the key concepts (i) H&M's sustainability efforts and (ii) H&M's marketing communications, aiming to determine if these key concepts impact consumers' perception and their purchasing behaviour, resulting in H&M being the choice of brand.
Fashion consumers' perception of sustainable consumption in their fashion purchasing is affected by their concern about environmental sustainability and ethical values (McNeill and Moore, 2015). As a result, many Fashion retailers are considering sustainability factors, and H&M makes a substantial claim on their sustainability efforts.

The conceptual framework for this researchable topic has derived from existing peer-reviewed literature and related theories in consumer perception and behaviour, effective marketing communications and human needs. The theories taken into consideration are (but are not limited to) the Motivation-Need Theory (Maslow, 1943), the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein, 1979), the Engel Kollat Blackwell (EKB) Model (Kollat et al., 1972), Theory of Impulse Buying (Stern, 1962) and Theory of Buyer Behaviour (Sheth, 2011).

The concepts illustrated in Figure 10 will primarily assist this study when evaluating the influence of marketing communications on H&M's sustainability efforts and its effect on the consumers' perception of the brand and purchasing behaviour. Although brand reputation is crucial to consumers' perception of the brand, it is necessary to have a moderator that can positively influence brand perception and purchasing behaviour. Therefore, upon evaluation, a brand's sustainability efforts aligned with effective marketing communications will identify a feasible way of improving the consumers' perception of the brand and analyse the variables in the purchasing behaviour.
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Figure 10: Conceptual Framework - Concepts and Variables – illustrated by the author.

Various moderators and variables were considered as part of the conceptual framework that aligns with the theme of the research question and the objectives. The chosen moderators for the survey results analysis are (i) level of interest and awareness of sustainable consumption concept & awareness of consequences, (ii)perceived consumer behaviour, and (iii) consumer perception and the variables impacting these moderators are illustrated in Figure 11.
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Figure 11: Conceptual Framework – Relationship Between the Variables – illustrated by the author.

Figure 11 depicts the primary relationships between the moderators and direct and indirect variables that may influence the consumers' perception of the brand and purchasing behaviour. In addition, factors related to brand reputation, customer perceptions, level of interest, and awareness, besides marketing communications, can aid in identifying whether sustainability efforts can influence positively or negatively to answer the research question and achieve the research objectives.

Therefore, this study will assess the theories, framework and existing literature related to sustainability efforts and communication to understand patterns and gaps, if any. Following that, this study will deal with a survey to identify the effect of H&M's sustainability efforts and marketing communications on consumers purchasing behaviour and the changes in their perception of the brand. Finally, this study will use H&M's documents from its website and other social media platforms to understand how the brand communicates its sustainability efforts.

Furthermore, the conceptual framework will assist in identifying the most significant factors and the effect of the brands' communication efforts on consumers' perception and purchasing behaviour. It is essential to identify that having a strategic communication design to reach various customers and meet their needs is crucial. The aim of this study is that these concepts and variables will assist in achieving its research objectives by providing a broader understanding of the effect of marketing communications on a brand's sustainability efforts. 

2.7 Conclusion

The empirical, conceptual, and contextual literature and the peer-reviewed articles have been great sources to identify and understand the researchable topic and research objectives to a greater extent. However, there are certain limitations, and further research and literature review must be conducted to narrow the broader assumptions being made.

Upon reviewing the literature, three significant themes were identified that require further research and analysis to address the research objective without generalising: 

(i) The impact of fast fashion.

(ii) Consumer behaviour and perception

(iii) Effect of Sustainability efforts communications. 

Firstly, present sustainability conditions in the fast fashion industry were analysed, followed by an exploration of fashion consumption and concluded by identifying the importance of effective sustainability communications.

Though many fashion brands have CSR policies and have integrated sustainability as part of CSR, the fast fashion business model demands continuous revenue generation and becomes subservient to other business needs, such as shorter lead times and lower cost of production (Brewer, 2019, Perry et al., 2014).

 Social media sites have created a stronger emphasis on physical beauty, which persuades consumers to impulse buy for immediate gratification. Though fashion brands encourage consumers to consume sustainably, it also creates the so-called attitude-behaviour gap through image-driven targeted marketing messages. Hence it is vital to analyse the data from the brand's website and all social media platforms to understand the impact of H&M's sustainability marketing efforts and the brand's consumers' sustainable product consumption. 

Primary research explores consumers' perception of sustainability and sustainable fashion consumption to identify how this relates to the research objective (1) to Evaluate millennial Irish H&M consumers' perception of the brand concerning its sustainability efforts. Fashion brands have a bad reputation for their sustainability efforts and how they communicate them. Further research will explore H&M's communication concerning its sustainability efforts and how they engage its consumers. This is performed to identify how the brand educates, creates awareness regarding sustainability in general, and encourages them to consume ethically. The primary data collection will enable the author to identify the factors that influence consumers purchasing behaviour and factors that motivate consumers to purchase sustainable fashion thus enabling the author to answer the research objective (2) Identify the barriers to sustainable fashion consumption.

This research indicates that effective marketing communication, especially in corporate social responsibility activities such as sustainability, significantly influences consumer perception and purchasing behaviour. This study will use consumer behaviour theories, decision-making models and theories, consumer attitudes towards sustainability claims, limitations and potential moderators to help achieve the research objectives. This research will gather primary data, mainly through surveys, based on theories and models, to assess the consumers' awareness of H&M's sustainability efforts, their current and post perception (after becoming aware of the brand's sustainability efforts), to identify the factors that influence their purchasing behaviour. In addition, the company reports will be used to develop a greater understanding from a researcher's perspective.

The findings will enable the readers and the business to understand better how ethical consumption decisions are made and provide a platform for future research related to the researchable topic, thus answering the final research objective (3) Outline the potential outcomes of this research.

The Methodology chapter explains how the chosen research methods aid the research to answer the research objectives by using a survey and case study to examine the correlation between consumer perception and purchasing behaviour in sustainable fashion, thus achieving the research aim – '' TO ANALYSE THE IMPACT OF H&M'S SUSTAINABILITY EFFORTS MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS ON ITS MILLENNIAL IRISH CONSUMERS' PERCEPTION OF THE BRAND AND THEIR PURCHASING BEHAVIOUR''. 

To conclude, the current study recognises the gap in the extant literature and peer-reviewed articles. Therefore, it aims to identify the elements of the consumer buying decision process to consider any changes that incur and if these buying decision behaviours result from a commercial and social environment that H&M could influence (Sheth, 2011), to provide clear and cohesive findings to answer the research objectives. 

3 Methodology and Research Design
3.1 Overview

This chapter discusses how the research design and methodology assisted the author in achieving this study's research aim and objectives. First, it explores the researcher's philosophical approach that influenced the research strategy and design, followed by an explanation of the chosen research methods. Finally, a discussion of the Research Strategy, Sources of Primary Data Collection, Access and Ethical Issues precede the Approach to Data Analysis techniques, Limitations, and Chapter summary. 
The reason for choosing H&M is due to the brand's involvement in sustainability activities, being a fast-fashion company, and the ease of access to information. Furthermore, considering the time available to gather and analyse the data and the study's exploratory and inductive approach, the chosen primary data collection method (survey) was the best suited (Jansen, 2010).
3.2 Research Philosophy and Approach
This section gives an overview of the author's decisions and justifications towards the elements of the study, using the research onion (Fig.12) as a roadmap of the research process (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).
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Figure 12: Research Onion – Implied from Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis and Adrian Thornhill (Saunders and Lewis, 2018)
3.2.1 Research Philosophy

A research paradigm is a philosophical framework that guides how scientific research is conducted to seek truth and knowledge of ultimate reality or general causes and principles using reason and argument in philosophy (Collis and Hussey, 2021).
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Figure 13 : Understanding research philosophy and approaches to theory development – Implied from Alexandra Bristow and Mark Saunders (Saunders and Lewis, 2018)

 Collis and Hussey ( 2021) outline two main philosophical frameworks: 

(i) Positivism and 

(ii) Interpretivism
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Figure 14: Assumptions of the main paradigms – Implied from Jill Collis and Roger Hussey (Collis and Hussey, 2021)

One of the main objectives of this study was to understand consumer perception and purchasing behaviour based on their knowledge and awareness. The customer's perception cannot be generalised and can be categorised into different groups based on their beliefs, culture, social norms, education, and buying capacity (Dong Shen et al., 2013). This study's research paradigm or philosophy is based on interpretivism (Saunders and Lewis, 2018), assuming that absolute knowledge and reality do not exist; instead, we construct knowledge and reality from what we see in our social interactions.

This study had a holistic approach considering the internal and external factors that could contribute to the research question. Interpretivism takes human interests into the study and focuses on understanding and describing the phenomena and, as a result, adapts the qualitative approach to provide rich and detailed explanations (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). 

Hence, the interpretivism philosophy was better suited for this study as the approach was primarily inductive to clarify the perceptions people attribute to them from the interpretations (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).
3.2.2 Research Approach
The research process includes theory development and how theory and data collection are linked and analysed, which differentiates the research approach into two types: deduction and induction, emphasising at what stage theory takes place in the research process (Saunders et al., 2019). 
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Figure 15: Deduction, induction and abduction: from reason to research

(Saunders et al., 2019)

The inductive approach collects and analyses data to build the theory, where the empirical investigation, considered an empirical reality, helps develop a concept or theory. Furthermore, in the inductive approach, the findings are generalised from the group of participant responses (Collis and Hussey, 2021). For example, the research aims to analyse consumer perception, purchasing behaviour, and the factors that impact these, concerning H&M, Dublin. 

To interpret the findings, this study uses the inductive research approach as this study is conducted in a specific real-world business context to address the research questions and objectives (Creswell, 2009). The justification for this approach is that due to the connection to humanities and its emphasis on subjective interpretations, the inductive approach is the most appropriate for interpretivism philosophy (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).Therefore, the most suitable approach to this research is inductive, as the study analyses the behaviour of a particular group of people. 

3.3 Research Strategy
The choice of the research strategy is vital to meet the research objectives. The research strategy lays out the most effective way of systematically solving a research problem.

A research strategy can be exploratory, explanatory, or descriptive (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). This study's research strategy is exploratory as it aims to identify the effect of sustainability marketing communications on millennial consumer behaviour and to connect ideas to understand cause and effect (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). The justification for this approach is that this type of research is flexible and allows the researcher to implore additional hypotheses during the study (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).

This research used a case study method to frame the data collection. A case study permits exploratory research to gain new insights while investigating a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context and is the most often used in exploratory research (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). One of the advantages of a case study is that different sources can be combined as a source of evidence. Therefore, the data from H&M’s documentary analysis were used as a secondary data source for the case study to develop the questionnaire to collect the primary data.

A survey is a research strategy that involves structured data collection from a sizeable population (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). The survey involved a structured collection of data from a sizeable population, and the data collection was in the form of a qualitative questionnaire (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). Therefore, the survey strategy is ideal for this study as it allows the author to collect data in the context of the same themes with the same questions from a large number of people in a cost-effective manner (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). Furthermore, it provides an opportunity to use descriptive analysis through open-end and projective questions. The survey design and how it is conducted is explained in section 3.4.1.1.
The two types of research designs, depending on the duration of the study, are cross-sectional, where the data was collected from different types of people at a specific period of time. In contrast, in a longitudinal study, the studied topic was observed during an extended period of time to identify the development and changes over time (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).

Considering the time constraint of the dissertation process, the research topic is restricted to a specific point in time and explored the issue at a particular time and the data was collected once from different individuals over two weeks before they were analysed and reported; the research design for data collection was cross-sectional (Collis and Hussey, 2021).

3.4 Collection Primary Data

The primary data was collected through questionnaires using qualitative analysis and sampling strategy to evaluate how the company communicates its sustainability efforts and get insights into consumer awareness and perception of its sustainability efforts and their attitudes towards ethical consumption (Ridder, 2012).

The justification for this approach is that a qualitative survey is helpful for exploratory and descriptive research, as it allows the collection of data about the same things from a large number of people in a cost-effective manner (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). Furthermore, data sampling makes it possible to generate findings that are representative statistically of the whole population at a lower cost than collecting the data for the whole population (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). Hence, the qualitative data collection and interpretation assisted the author in analysing the consumer perception of the brand's sustainability efforts and its impact on their purchasing behaviour. Finally, this method has helped the researcher to conclude the findings more accurately as the participant's responses to the survey questions were primarily descriptive.
3.4.1 Sources

3.4.1.1 Survey – Qualitative

The researcher used a thematic exploration of the qualitative data collected and a descriptive interpretation of the findings, which is explained and justified in the next section. 
The primary data collection tool is a survey, and the questionnaire was restricted to the sample population who shopped in the H&M College Green store in Dublin, Republic of Ireland, as the store is located in one of the main and busy streets of Dublin and also to access participants easily to collect primary data.
The survey questions were designed to generate a response from H&M consumers, and the main themes used to generate the questions are the following: -

- Sustainable fashion consumption

- Awareness and perception of H&M's sustainability efforts

- The perceived purchasing behaviour concerning sustainable consumption.

- Marketing communications.
The qualitative survey consisted of an open-ended and projective questionnaire that allowed the participants to express their views, ideas and opinions from their perspectives, attitudes and beliefs (Collis and Hussey, 2021) as the data collection was completely anonymous. It also included a few close-ended questions to gather general participant information. In addition, the descriptive nature of the questions encourages participants to express their opinions concerning the brand's sustainable activities with the option of staying anonymous.

To gather primary data from the respondents for this study, shoppers coming out of the survey location store were approached and informed of the purpose of the study and data collection. They were given a choice to fill out the survey right away or to be sent out to their email address to be filled out at their convenience. The online questionnaire has three sections, i.e. section A consists of the general information of the respondent such as age group, gender, and educational background. Section B will consist of questions structured to assess consumers' level of interest in sustainable consumption, their awareness of consequences, perceived consumer behaviour, and other needs that influence their purchasing behaviour. Finally, Section C consists of questions to understand consumers' perceptions of H&M's sustainability activities and how consumers interact with the brand.

The full questionnaire is attached in Appendix B
3.4.1.2 Data Sample

The goal of qualitative research is to collect themes and patterns to understand "why" rather than "how much" or "how many" (Creswell, 2009). The target population for this research is H&M College Green store, Dublin, Ireland, consumers. The sample size of the research survey is fifty-five, consisting of females and males aged between 23-41. The income of the participants was not asked during the data collection process. The sampling criteria for this study were based on non-probability sampling used with convenience samples, and the respondents were found at a time convenient to the researcher. This sampling technique was chosen as the research was conducted from an interpretive perspective to understand the "why" rather than quantifying the results being the primary objective and also due to budget and time constraints and the ease of access of consumers at the store (Saunders and Lewis, 2018). Hence considering this goal and other factors such as time, money, and ease in reaching the target population, fifty-five participants were sufficient to reach the saturation point to answer the research question (Creswell, 2009).
The reason for choosing the millennial age group, 23-41, including men and women, was to be able to analyse the findings to a larger population as according to the age distribution census in 2022 of Dublin City, 51.55% of the population was between the age of 20-49.
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Figure 16: Age Distribution -Dublin

(https://www.citypopulation.de/en/ireland/admin/leinster/DC__dublin_city/, 2022)

For ease of access and to use the time efficiently, the author chose the respondents of the survey from the following mix:-

1. Must be an individual residing in Dublin, the Republic of Ireland.

2. Must shop H&M products.

3. Between the ages of 23 - 41 (Millennials).

4. Must possess intellectual capabilities to understand and respond to the questions ( i.e., people with Down syndrome or other mental disabilities will be excluded due to the ethical issues of this research).

3.4.2 Access and Ethical Issues
3.4.2.1 Access

Before collecting the primary data, all participants were informed of the purpose of the study, and permission to participate in the survey was procured. Furthermore, the participants were informed that the data findings are used only for the sole purpose of the research and internal analysis. The collected data is protected in line with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) to ensure the integrity and privacy of the participants and stored anonymously so no data is lost. Therefore, there were no access issues in collecting primary data from the survey respondents.

3.4.2.2 Ethical Issues

The research follows Griffith College Research Ethics policy and is approved by Griffith College’s Ethics Committee before the primary data collection process.

The survey questions are structured to ensure that the themes of the questions are not offensive or provocative. In addition, to ensure that the respondent understands the questions and is in a position to respond appropriately, the age limit to take part in the survey will be set to people twenty-three years and above residing in Dublin, the Republic of Ireland, who do not suffer from any mental or intellectual disabilities. Furthermore, regarding ethical issues, the author has communicated the research purpose and objectives and ensured the confidentiality of the data gathered by allowing the participants to withdraw or stay anonymous at any time. 

The author has ensured to report any information that could affect the research or the findings to preserve the credibility of the qualitative data gathered. In addition, all evidence and data collected that might contradict the results are considered to ensure the intellectual integrity of the research. Finally, the author ensures that all ethics and access issues related to research and data collection are observed and implemented throughout the study, and every material used is acknowledged.

3.5 Approach to Data Analysis
All collected data is systematically categorised and organised in line with the themes, moderators and variables in the conceptual framework illustrated by the author in the literature review chapter to ensure that collected data is sufficient to answer the research objectives using a thematic analysis (Saunders and Lewis, 2018).
	FASHION CONSUMPTION
	LI-LEVEL OF INTEREST (The consumer’s level of interest in sustainable consumption)

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	AC- Awareness of Consequences(Consumer’s level of awareness of consequences of sustainable or unsustainable consumption)
	

	
	
	

	
	PCB- Perceived Consumer Behaviour(Consumer’s perceived purchasing behaviour based on family, peer pressure, beliefs etc.)
	

	
	ON- Other Needs-(i)Budget/Price (ii)Functionality          (iii) Fashion Trends (iv) Convenience     (v) Desire
	

	
	
	

	H&M'S SUSTAINABILITY EFFORTS & MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS
	CP-Consumer Perception(Consumers’ perception of the brand and changed perception if at all)
	

	
	
	


Figure 17: Thematic Analysis – designed by the author.

Using descriptive framework analysis, an inductive approach was used to group the data and then search for associations, as this is a qualitative case study. The reason for choosing this method is that a descriptive framework using thematic analysis aids in familiarising, coding, analysing the correlated key concepts and variables, charting, mapping, and interpreting the data findings (See figure 18).

[image: image17.png]



Figure 18: Data Analysis Process – figure illustrated by the author.
Figure 18 illustrates the first stage that deals with familiarisation, which involves reading the survey responses to identify the patterns. In addition, the charting stage assisted the author in identifying any similarities or patterns in the responses, thus providing more clarification at the mapping and interpretation stage.

During the mapping and interpretation process, the author analysed the extant literature and theories and identified links to the correlated concepts, moderators, variables, and limitations from the data findings. The collected data was stored in a password-protected file to ensure safety and anonymity. The coding was performed through a code book designed by the author in an Excel file to analyse the data findings from different perspectives and interpret and compare the responses; during the charting stage; the collected data is then coded with labels that fall into different themes that use similar words or phrases related to the concepts and variables mentioned in the conceptual framework to create validity (Cooper and Schindler, 2014). 
	Code
	Description
	Example

	LI-Level of Interest
	The consumer’s level of interest in the sustainable consumption
	‘…I would like to use sustainable products, but….’ Or ‘…I always purchase sustainably sourced products….’

	AC- Awareness of Consequences
	Consumer’s level of awareness of consequences of the sustainable or unsustainable consumption
	‘…. I understand some of the consequences, but I do not research in depth to understand the concept ….’

	PCB- Perceived Consumer Behaviour
	Consumer’s perceived purchasing behaviour based on family, peer pressure, beliefs etc.
	‘…. I sometimes buy certain products that are sustainably sourced or produced because that is what all my friends use……’

	CP-Consumer Perception
	Consumers perception of the brand and changed perception if at all
	‘…. I was not aware of the brand’s sustainability activities, now that I know I might feel slightly better about using their products……’

	ON- Other Needs
	Other needs as illustrated in the conceptual framework
	‘…. I would love to include sustainable products in my day to day life, but they are so expensive and right now I cannot afford them……’


Figure 19 : Example of Codebook illustrated by the author.

	What is your idea of sustainable fashion?
	Keyword

	Clothes that last long and can be used during multiple years or clothes that has been bought and has been donated after some time if they are no longer in use 
	Quality/Longevity

	Care about environment, using recycled materials 
	Made from recycled materials

	Clothing that lasts 
	Quality/Longevity

	Good quality and long lasting clothes
	Quality/Longevity

	Fashion that is environmentally friendly - the design, production and consumption of the items in a way that doesn't harm the planet.
It also suggests that the people who are involved in the design, production and consumption of the products are treated fairly and ethically.
	Environmentally Friendly

	Clothes that are good quality and last a long time
	Quality/Longevity

	Fashion that will last long periods of time 
	Quality/Longevity

	Clothes that don't make waste and last a long time. 
	Quality/Longevity


Figure 20: Table of charting process example 1.
	
What is your perception of the brand H&M and its sustainability efforts?
	Keyword

	They are not doing enough. Claim more than actually do 
	Mistrust

	Is doing same efforts than competitors 
	Good

	Good 
	Good

	I feel that it's improved greatly in the last few years and still remains very affordable 
	Good

	I'm aware H&M offer clothing boxes for recycling used clothing items - this is beneficial to reduce the likelihood of textiles ending up in landfill. I believe H&M are quite transparent about their practices and have resources available to educate people on their substation ability efforts.
	Good

	Very little known about it, unclear
	Unaware

	As a brand I find H&M to be popular, but the quality of the products is lacking.  I appreciate their sustainability efforts, but they could be improved 
	Average

	None
	Unaware


Figure 21: Table of charting process example 2.

To conclude, the collected data findings are summarised, categorised, and structured as a narrative to assist the author in evaluating and achieving a satisfying saturation level.

3.6 Conclusion
The overall approach was an exploratory case study on the H&M store in Dublin, Ireland. It used qualitative data analysis methods to understand the phenomenon better, as some empirical studies showed that consumer perception and purchasing behaviour differ based on company activities and brand image (Mark-Herbert and von Schantz, 2007). The author also considered the complex nature of this study, as the direct moderators and variables and the indirect variables, such as consumer response to the growing awareness of environmental issues and the emerging trends in ethical consumption, influenced the results. Hence it was necessary to use the exploratory approach to review the extant literature, theories, and models and the descriptive approach to conclude and interpret the findings from the participants' responses to create a link between the gap(“ethical purchasing gap”) identified in the literature review chapter and the themes in the conceptual framework. (Mukherjee et al., 2019).
This study has focused on achieving a high level of certainty in answering the research question. However, it is also essential to understand the limitations that the findings can only be generalised to some industries or companies within the same industry due to context and the size of the participant population. Therefore, the author aimed to reach a saturation point, where the data collected through surveys is conclusive and aids in achieving the research objectives.

4 Presentation and Discussion of the Findings

4.1 Overview

The purpose of this research was to outline the perception of millennial Irish consumers of the brand H&M and identify potential barriers to sustainable fashion consumption. In order to understand what prevents millennial Irish consumers from consuming sustainable fashion, the engagement of males and females aged 23-41 through a qualitative survey was conducted with fifty-five participants in Dublin, Ireland. 

This chapter discusses the survey findings from the empirical data collected and explores the key findings that aided the researcher in answering the research objectives through discussion. The questions asked in the survey were a mix of close-ended; to gather the general information of the participants and open-ended to collect elaborative information. Furthermore, the findings are presented in line with the survey themes. The discussion section explains the link between the literature review and conceptual framework and how the survey findings enabled the researcher to identify the factors for the attitude-behaviour gap. The finding section includes the survey results, and the discussion section includes the analysis of the data.
4.2 Findings

The keywords/phrases mentioned by the participants under the themes  Sustainable fashion consumption, awareness and perception of H&M's sustainability efforts, the perceived purchasing behaviour concerning sustainable consumption and marketing communications are shown in all the charts in the axis ‘Keywords’.
4.2.1 Section A – General Information of the Participant
In this section, general information about the participants, such as age, gender and educational background, was covered.
The total number of survey respondents was fifty-five, aged 23-41, and the age distribution of the survey respondents had a homogeneous representation.[image: image18.png]How old are you?
55 responses

8

6 50.1%)
47,394 (7.3%)

3 (5.5%3 (5.5%)
2(3.692 (3.6%)




Figure 22: Chart of Age representation of survey participants
The distribution of research respondents for the survey showed that 31 out of fifty-five respondents were females, whereas 24 were males. [image: image19.png]Which gender do you identify as?

55 responses

@ Female
@ Male
® Other





Figure 23: Chart of Gender distribution of survey participants
Of the fifty-five survey respondents, the majority held a bachelor’s degree consisting of thirty participants – nineteen females and eleven males. Of the rest of the participants, ten held a master’s degree – six females and four males, eight held high school certification – three females and five males, six held a diploma – two females and four males, and one held a PhD, a female participant. The cross-analysis showed that females participants were more educated compared to the male participants.
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Figure 24 : Chart of educational background of participants
The mandatory criteria for the target population of the survey participants were that they should be consumers of H&M fashion products; hence all fifty-five participants selected were H&M consumers.

4.2.2 Section B – Fashion Consumption
In this section, the general awareness of survey respondents concerning sustainable fashion consumption, the understanding of the consequences of unsustainable consumption, factors that influence them in the decision-making process and factors that would motivate them to buy sustainable fashion more were explored.

31.8% of the participants mentioned that product  'made from recycled materials ', is sustainable fashion, followed by clothes bought from second-hand or charity shops, mentioned by 18.52% of participants. A fashion product that lasts long was also considered a sustainable product by 16.67% of participants. Whereas 3.63% of participants said that they were unaware of what a sustainable fashion product meant. 1.85% saw labelling a product as responsibly sourced or manufactured as an indication that the product is sustainable.
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Figure 25 : Chart representation of keywords to Q5 - What is your idea of sustainable fashion?
'Price ' was the most influential factor considered by 49.09% of the participants when buying a fashion product, followed by 'Latest Trends/Style' being the second most influential factor mentioned by 21.82% of participants. 18.18% of participants said that they would consider ‘Quality’ when purchasing a fashion product. In addition, 5.45% said they would purchase the product depending on ‘Where the product is made’, whereas 3.64% said they only buy fashion products mostly when there is a special occasion making it a ‘Necessity’. Lastly, only 1.82% of the participants said ‘Brand’ being an influencing factor when purchasing a fashion product. This findings of are in line with the study conducted by Workman and Cho (2012) where women and men engage in impulsive, quality, brand, or price orientated purchases.
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Figure 26 : Chart representation of keywords to Q6 - What factors influence you the most when buying a clothing product?
Being 'Affordable' or available at 'Cheaper Prices' was the most motivating factor for 48.15% of the participants to consume sustainable fashion. Whereas 22.22% of the participants preferred 'Ease of Access'. 12.96% said they would buy more sustainable fashion if they produced items with the 'Latest Trends/Style' similar to fast fashion designs. While 5.56% said they would like more information regarding sustainable fashion available and practices, the other 5.56% said the product being 'Environmentally Friendly' would motivate them. 1.85% of the participants said if a brand's sustainability claims are credible -' Credibility of the information' and the other 1.85% knowing staff is treated fairly would be the motivating factors. In contrast, 1.85% said 'Nothing' as a motivating factor.  
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Figure 27 : Chart representation of keywords to Q7 - What would motivate you to buy more sustainable fashion products than fast fashion?
When asked about the participants’ understanding of the consequences of unethical or unsustainable fashion consumption, 63.64% said the environmental pollution or damage caused by the industry’s production phase and wastage. 27.27% believed that the ill-treatment of workers is one of the consequences. In contrast, the rest of 9.09% were unaware of the possible consequences.
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Figure 28 : Chart representation of keywords to Q8 - Briefly explain your idea of the consequences that may arise due to unethical or unsustainable fashion consumption.
4.2.3 Section C - H&M’s Sustainability Efforts & Marketing Communications
In this section, the awareness of survey respondents concerning H&M's sustainability efforts, their perception of the brand, and change of perception, once they became aware of the brand's sustainability efforts, their attitude towards 'Green Advertising' and what they would like to hear from the brand more were explored.

The findings of awareness of H&M’s sustainability efforts awareness held a crucial value as 60% of respondents were not aware of this. Furthermore, while 40% of respondents were aware of the efforts, they did not know the brand’s sustainability efforts in detail.
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Figure 29 : Chart representation of answers to Q9 - Are you aware of H&M's sustainability efforts?
There was a mixed perception of the brand amongst the respondents. 16.67% liked the brand, and in contrast, 1.85% had no opinion of the brand. 29.89% of the respondents who were unaware of H&M's sustainability efforts had a positive perception of the brand once they were made aware of the same during the data collection process, whereas 16.67% showed mistrust of the credibility of the brand's efforts. Furthermore, 18.26% said they needed more information on the brand's sustainability efforts, whereas the 11.11% who were aware of H&M’s sustainability efforts had no in-depth knowledge. Finally, 3.70% said their perception did not change even after they became aware of the brand's sustainability efforts.
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Figure 30: Chart representation of keywords to Q10 - What is your perception of the brand H&M and its sustainability efforts?
Forty-four respondents believed that ‘Green Advertising’ affects consumer behaviour positively or negatively, and six said that it might depend on the factors such as the product type or cost. Five said they do not consider the green advertising factor when purchasing a product. All participants were aware what ‘Green advertising’ is. The five participants consisted of three females (P4,P34 and P52) with bachelor’s degree and two males (P33 held a diploma and P40 held ahigh school certification).
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Figure 31: Chart representation of keywords to Q11 - Do you believe 'green advertising' affects consumer behaviour and why?
When asked what they would like to hear more about the product they purchased from the brand, 42.5%  wanted to know what materials were used to make the product and if the raw materials used were of good quality. 22.22% wanted to know if the workers who make these products are treated fairly. 11.11% wanted more information available to them in-store and on other social media platforms, not just websites. 9.26% preferred to have more information on how long it takes the brand’s product to degrade once it has been disposed and 5.56% wanted to know how to take better care of their garments to make them last longer. 1.85% each wanted to know how much it cost the brand to make the product, where the product is made from and if any animal cruelty has occurred while making the product. In contrast, 3.70% wanted no further information from the brand as they believed the information they received now was sufficient.
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Figure 32 : Chart representation of keywords to Q12 - In your opinion, what would you like to know more about the product you purchase from the brand?
4.3 Discussion
4.3.1 Fashion Consumption
As discussed in the literature review chapter, fashion is a significant part of an individual's identity and well-being; however, the value of clothes has been transformed by the fast fashion industry's production pace, scale, and cost; and fast fashion consumers prioritise constant change in their fashion consumption behaviour and subscribe to a culture of impulse buying (Stern, 1962). 
According to Mark K. Brewer(2019), an analysis of factors that affect the decision-making process of consumers in sustainable consumption and attitude-behaviour gap will show that sites such as Facebook and Instagram have increased pressure, particularly on young women, to transform themselves to live up to the latest fashion trends and these priorities may predominate their sustainable consumption choices despite the increase in awareness and concern with sustainability.
The gender ratio of respondents was 56.4% females and 43.6% males, which enabled the author to compare the findings between the genders.

The participants shared awareness of sustainable consumption in general. For example, products made from recycled materials were considered sustainable fashion products by the majority of respondents. 
The participants (P10,P15,P17,P19,P20,P27,P34,P35,P38,P43,P45,P49,P50) who were buying clothes from second-hand, or charity shops were aiming to reduce the environmental impact and as a cost-effective method to collect high-street fashion items. For example The below mentioned statement is by a participant (P19) a twenty-three year old female with bachelor’s degree.

“I buy most of my clothes second-hand already. My motivation is the environment and also it is more satisfying to get something cool second-hand than on the high street.”

Furthermore, the analysis of data showed that most of the consumers also pay attention to ethical working practices and human rights issues. The below response was made by participant (P5), a twenty-five-year-old female with master’s level qualifications who showed a greater understanding of the sustainable fashion concept in general.

“Fashion that is environmentally friendly - the design, production, and consumption of the items in a way that doesn't harm the planet. It also suggests that the people who are involved in the design, production and consumption of the products are treated fairly and ethically.”

In contrast, some respondents described sustainable fashion as durable and good quality, including six females and four males with bachelor’s and master’s as education qualifications. However, it is essential to critically analyse the statement below by P1, twenty-seven years old female who held a master’s degree, to understand whether all fashion products that last long are sustainable even though they were sourced and produced unethically. 

"Clothes that last long and can be used for multiple years or clothes that have been bought and donated after some time if they are no longer in use."

Another participant (P29), a forty-year-old female with a master’s level qualification, said if the tag says the product is sustainable, then she would believe that the product is sustainable.  

“The tag says it is made sustainably.”

The only three participants that mentioned "they do not know" when asked what sustainable fashion meant to them were males; one (P16) has master's level qualifications, the second(P32) has a diploma, and the third(P45) has high school leaving certification. The cross-analysis of the participants' educational background and their perception of sustainable fashion consumption in this study is positively correlated as the majority of the participants were educated to a bachelor's or master's level and showed general awareness of sustainable fashion consumption and the possible consequences of the lack thereof. This relates to Gomes de Oliveira et al. (2022) study, where they identified that well-educated consumers were more promising for sustainability practices even though they were not willing to pay more for sustainable products. Sustainable fashion consumption is mainly centred around the consumers' perception and attitude towards the brand or the products and their concern for social and environmental well-being (McNeill and Moore, 2015). The participants described what sustainable fashion meant to them according to their perspectives and beliefs  which varied from participant to participant (Brewer, 2019). Therefore, to narrow the ‘ethical purchasing gap’ the emphasis should be on consumer behaviour and attitudes towards sustainable fashion consumption and the need for more awareness of sustainable or ethically produced fashion goods.
The results also showed that the consumers were concerned about environmental pollution, misuse of natural resources, and the considerable damage to the earth with unused clothes ending up in landfills. Seven females (P15,P17,P19,P27,P34,P35,P43) and seven males (P10,P20,P31,P38,P45,P49,P50) mentioned that they adopted circular practices, including reusing, recycling, refurbishing, repairing goods, or buying from second-hand or charity shops. 
When looking at the understanding of participants’ idea of the consequences that may arise due to unethical or unsustainable fashion consumption,  most participants were aware of the possible consequences of unsustainable fashion consumption. In addition, they showed concern for the environment and ill-treatment of workers in the fast fashion industry. A shared opinion among the participants was environmental damage and ill-treatment of workers.

"Poorly paid workers/ poor working conditions for those making the clothes and all the clothes going to landfill." (P4, 24yrs old, Female, Bachelor’s degree)
"Poor working conditions for individuals involved in the item's production and exploitation. Damage to the environment from the plastic fibres and toxic dyes of the clothing. Hoarding of clothes by people constantly wanting to buy the 'new trend'."(P5, 25yrs old, Female, Master’s degree)
"It is extremely damaging to the environment; the badly made clothes will not last and will end up dumped in the bin or landfills; it is a waste of money."     (P17, 24yrs old, Female, High school certification)
However, to the question "What factors influence you the most when buying a clothing product?", the majority, which is 49.09%, said 'price', followed by the latest trends, fit and quality of the product. Most participants in this study were aware of the consequences of unsustainable fast fashion consumption, the environmental impact, and unethical labour practices in manufacturing countries. However, they did not consider these issues as influencing factors when buying clothes. To impact a change in consumer perception and behaviour, consumers need to understand the reality of overconsumption of fast fashion (McNeill and Moore, 2015). However, the reason for choosing or not choosing sustainable fashion and the motivation behind the choice can be different. Hence it is essential to address the factors that influence the decision-making process and not just assume that awareness of consequences leads to behaviour. 

The factors such as affordability, price of the product, style, latest trends, quality, and ease of access dominated the decision-making process regarding fast fashion consumption. This relates directly to each participant's importance of fashion in their lifestyle and consumer perceptions. The findings show that sustainable fashion consumption is influenced by various factors such as affordability, ease of access and awareness regardless of the participants' concern for the environment or social welfare which contradicts the study by McNeill and Moore (2015) which states that fashion consumers' perception of sustainable consumption in their fashion purchasing is affected by their concern about environmental sustainability and ethical values.
This shows that although these participants had a general awareness of sustainable fashion consumption and were aware of the consequences of the lack, the "other needs" variable mentioned in the conceptual framework played a significant role in their decision-making process. Furthermore, this suggests that the attitude-behaviour gap (Brewer, 2019) mentioned in the literature review chapter is evident across both genders.

The participants ( P32, P45) who were unaware of what sustainable fashion is were not aware of the consequences of unsustainable fashion consumption as well, indicating that a noticeable perceptual shift would be necessary to change these attitudes. This reiterates the necessity of increasing awareness of sustainable consumption, educating consumers on a deeper level, and making the information more accessible so the public can gain more knowledge regardless of their circumstances. 

When looking to identify the barriers to sustainable fashion consumption,  the most mentioned factor by the participants was sustainable fashion products being expensive. 

“They are expensive, so if they are cheaper more people will buy.”
(P30, 40yrs old, Female, Bachelor’s degree)                               
In addition, they also wanted more information on what sustainable fashion stores were available locally and how that product is sustainable. Many said they were not aware at all whether any dedicated sustainable fashion stores other than second-hand or charity shops were available. They also wanted sustainable stores with the latest trends and similar styles to fast fashion brands. This relates to fast fashion responding to consumer demand for newness (Barnes and Lea-Greenwood, 2006) and the fast fashion consumers prioritising constant change in their fashion consumption behaviour and subscribing to a culture of impulse buying (Stern, 1962).
“More availability, not enough stores in Dublin, also reasonable prices as they are expensive now so I can’t really afford a lot.”                                                 (P42, 37yrs old, Female, PhD)
“Availability and cost - often sustainable options are more expensive.”           (P5, 25yrs old, Female, Master’s degree) 
“Lower prices for sustainable fashion products and more stores with these products.”                                                                                                                                 (P22, 39yrs old, Female, Master’s degree)
“More availability, don’t think Dublin has a lot of stores with sustainable fashion.”(P36, 38yrs old, Female, Bachelor’s degree)
“Similar prices and style to fast fashion brands.”                                                                 (P26, 37yrs old, Male, Bachelor’s degree) 
This validates the attitude-behaviour gap, as consumers are generally eager to have the latest fashion products on trend, and sustainability might not be first on the list of their decision-making process, though they show great concern for the environment (Harris et al., 2016). Furthermore, the cross-analysis between gender showed that both female and male participants chose affordability and ease of access as the most influential factors for consuming sustainable fashion.

The primary reasons for not choosing sustainable fashion are cost, lack of in-depth awareness of the consequences of unsustainable consumption, and the need for more information. These identified barriers are closely followed by consumers' assumption that sustainable fashion is too expensive, that not enough sustainable fashion options are available in the market, and that adequate information is unavailable. These findings highlight the importance of providing more transparent information and making sustainable fashion more affordable and accessible. Given that the primary barrier to choosing sustainable fashion is cost, making it more affordable to choose sustainable fashion dominates every alternative, with nearly 98% citing it as the main barrier. Furthermore, previous studies (Brewer (2019), Blázquez (2014), McNeill and Moore, (2015)), have presented limitations and different variables, mainly linked to the business environment, culture, knowledge, desire, affordability, convenience, and ease of access.

4.3.2  Sustainability Efforts & Marketing Communications
Sustainable fashion consumption is mainly centred around the consumers' perception and attitude towards the brand or the products and their concern for social and environmental well-being (McNeill and Moore, 2015). Therefore, one of the key concepts and variables of the conceptual framework for this study was H&M's sustainability efforts and its marketing communication efforts regarding this which was explained in chapter two.
The data analysis from the survey indicated a considerable gap, and the brand needs to improve in sustainability efforts marketing, as 60 % of the participants were unaware of H&M's sustainability efforts. This reiterates the data analysis from the secondary documentary analysis of the brand in chapter two, where the lack of adequate marketing of these efforts was evident in its social media platforms and in-store promotional materials.
"None; this is the first I have heard."                                                                                        (P16, 40yrs old, Male, Master’s degree) 
"I like the products but do not know much about their sustainability efforts." (P34, 38yrs old, Female, Bachelor’s degree)
In addition, 40% of the respondents who were aware of the brand's sustainability efforts did not have a detailed knowledge of the brand’s efforts. Instead, their awareness came from what they saw in-store. P29, forty years old female participant with a master’s degree said that she identifies a product as sustainable from the product tag.
"I am aware that it allows customers to bring bags of clothes in to donate, which can be used to make new clothing for them to sell."                              (P10, 23yrs old, Male, Bachelor’s degree)
"I know they have an effort to make their clothes sustainably. I also know that they have boxes in store where you can drop your old clothes into to be recycled." (P19, 23yrs old, Female, Bachelor’s degree)
"Good variety and trends. I know about their recycling clothes bank. So, you can collect points when you give unused clothes and use those points against future purchases, so it is good than throwing it in the bin."                                          (P33, 38yrs old, Female, High school certification) 
The above responses indicate that the participants awareness of H&M’s sustainability efforts came from what they saw in the stores. Therefore, it is essential to emphasise enhancing awareness of a brand's sustainability efforts by making information easily available across all channels and enabling consumers to make decisions based on their perception through transparent and consumer-tailored ethical/green advertising (Luo et al., 2020).
 

The majority of consumers agreed that green advertising affects their purchasing behaviour.
"Yes - it makes sustainable fashion more desirable as it seems more in-fashion and can stimulate the consumer's desire to buy 'green'."                                            (P6, 25yrs old, Male, Master’s degree) 
"Yes, as it encourages people to shop in particular stores so that they believe they are helping the planet." (P7, 24yrs old, Female, Master’s degree)
While some claimed that it was brainwashing and was sceptical of the credibility of green marketing. 
"Yes, it brainwashes the customer to think the product is better."                      (P30, 40yrs old, Female, Bachelor’s degree) 
"I think it has a big impact on certain consumers, i.e., those aware of sustainability. I often look to see if items are sustainable as it is something I am conscious of and make an active decision to consider. I do, however, feel that it is now trendier to be sustainable and that "greenwashing" is becoming more of an issue, where I buy certain items thinking that they are more sustainable than they actually are. This can be misleading."                                                     (P5, 25yrs old, Female, Master’s degree) 
In addition, participants (P3,P5,P24,P27 and P41) wanted more clarity and the correct information on recycling the product and how long it would take the product to degrade. The relationship between environmental advertisement and consumer buying behaviour for sustainable fashion is controversial; as observed in the survey findings and literature review, advertising plays a vital role and influences consumers' buying behaviour. On the other hand, a low level of trust and credibility of green advertisements can affect the brand negatively, and consumers become sceptical.

For an organisation to effectively communicate their sustainability efforts, they need to understand its market. It is also vital for the brands to understand the stigma around sustainable products as this could be a factor that contributes to the attitude-behaviour gap. This indicates that the consumer attitude towards sustainable consumption strongly correlates with consumer awareness and how the brands communicate and create awareness among their target group (McNeill and Moore, 2015). Hence it is vital to understand the driving factors that lead to the final decision-making and the choice of product or brand and identify the patterns in consumption to create a more significant and better impact.

The survey findings of this study relate to the findings from Chakraborty and Sadachar's study(2022) that to create a positive and long-term impact, the brand should integrate consumers' needs, such as social status, affordability, and environmental protection, and how to create a positive and long-term impact their sustainable apparel meets these needs holistically rather than using only pro-environmental content. In addition, the marketing communications should be user-centric to convey that their sustainable apparel meets the different needs of the consumers and thus encourages sustainable consumption.

4.4 Conclusion
The conceptual framework assisted the author in identifying the most significant factors such as price, ease of access and latest trends/style dominated the purchasing behaviour. It was also identified that if consumers were provided with transparent information and data being easily available across all social media platforms and stores this helps the brand to increase awareness about their sustainability efforts. Thus, it emphasises the importance of having a strategic communication design to reach various customers and meet their needs. Identifying the barriers to sustainable fashion (affordability, ease of access and more information), helped the researcher to narrow the ethical purchasing gap, which was identified as a research gap. 
 

Survey findings showed a general awareness of concepts of sustainable fashion and consumption. Upon analysing the survey findings, though consumers were aware of the consequences, the variable "Other Needs" (Budget/Price, Functionality, Convenience, Fashion Trends and Desire), mentioned in the conceptual framework, significantly impacted the decision-making process, confirming the attitude-behaviour gap that emerged from the literature review conducted in chapter two (Joergens, 2006). There is a positive relationship between green advertisements and consumers' purchasing behaviour which can be observed from the survey findings; forty-four participants said that they would purchase a product if it were advertised as a 'green product', and the literature review that advertising plays a crucial role and effect on the purchasing behaviour of consumers. Therefore, marketing professionals can use this analysis to increase awareness and promote sustainable fashion consumption (Chen and Chang, 2012). 

 

Key themes used for the primary data collection were the awareness of sustainable fashion consumption, the consequences of unsustainable fashion consumption, factors influencing purchasing behaviour, motivating factors to promote sustainable fashion consumption, and preferred marketing information from the brand. 
To summarise, all these moderators and variables are correlated regarding consumer purchasing behaviour. The behaviour is affected by price, affordability, ease of access, perceived behaviour such as the latest trends to fit in, and quality of the products as well as green marketing or sustainable consumption Stolz, J. et al. (2013). Hence, identifying these factors provides crucial insights to address the attitude-behaviour gap that emerged in the literature review, thus enabling the author to meet the research objectives by(i) understanding the correlation between H&M sustainability marketing efforts and the consumers' perception of these efforts and the brand and (ii) identifying the barriers to sustainable consumption.
5 Concluding Thoughts on the Contribution of this Research, its Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research
The purpose of this research was to outline the perception of millennial Irish consumers of the brand H&M and identify potential barriers to sustainable fashion consumption. In order to understand what prevents millennial Irish consumers from consuming sustainable fashion, the engagement of people aged 23-41 through a qualitative survey was conducted with fifty-five participants in Dublin, Ireland. 
The main findings showed that though there is a general awareness among the participants of what sustainable fashion is and awareness of the possible consequences of unsustainable consumption was present, factors such as price, ease of access, and the latest trends/styles dominated their decision-making process. Therefore, this study indicates that in-depth knowledge of sustainable fashion consumption and the possible consequences of unethical fashion consumption is required to increase awareness and promote sustainable fashion consumption.

This study identified factors influencing fashion consumption and barriers to sustainable fashion consumption through a qualitative primary data analysis. Thus, enabling the brands to understand the factors that could narrow the 'ethical purchasing gap.' 

5.1 Implications of Findings for the Research Questions
During the study, the research questions (1) Evaluate millennial Irish H&M consumers' perception of the brand concerning its sustainability efforts. (2) Identify the barriers to sustainable fashion consumption. (3) Outline the potential outcomes of this research, proposed in Chapter 1 sought to be answered with a literature review and an empirical study done in Dublin, Ireland, on H&M College Green store millennial consumers. In addition, this study attempted to examine the influence of H&M's sustainability efforts in marketing on consumer perception of the brand and the impact of the same on their buying behaviour. Fast fashion has been criticised as non-sustainable, and various authors such as Wiederhold and Martinez(2018), Chen and Chang(2012), Youn-Kyung Kim et al.,(1997), Workman and Cho(2012) as mentioned in the literature review chapter, have tried to understand consumer behaviour on fashion consumption and their attitudes towards sustainable consumption. Many consumers, however, are hesitant to support these changes or see barriers to the acceptance of sustainably produced products (Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018). When linking attitudes to behaviour, this study indicates a significant relationship between perceptions of fashion as functional or self-representing identified by McNeill and Moore(2015), the influence of variable factors in the conceptual framework in the decision-making process and levels of consumer knowledge about sustainable consumption (Carrigan and Attalla, 2001).
The first research objective was about consumers' awareness of sustainable fashion, and the findings show a shared idea among the participants; however, most participants lacked in-depth knowledge of the concept.

The consumers in this exploratory study did not exhibit a connection between interest in sustainability and their choice to shop in a second-hand store; instead, second-hand shopping was merely a way of saving money or finding a high-street fashion item at a lower price vs any level of ethical concern. However, some consumers are beginning to show increasing concern around environmental issues and ill-treatment of workers, hence developing favourable views toward sustainable fashion consumption. However, their behaviour is often inconsistent with these attitudes as some display sustainable fashion behaviour but perceive many barriers to fully embracing sustainable fashion. The findings also showed that most of the participants were unaware of H&M's sustainability efforts, and the brand had a positive perceptual shift once they became aware (Aaker and Fournier, 1995).
The second research objective was to identify barriers to sustainable consumption. A number of perceived barriers currently prevent the widespread adoption of sustainable fashion within the survey participants, including unawareness, sustainable fashion not being readily available and perceived very high prices. The primary barrier to wholly embracing the sustainable fashion movement is affordability. A pronounced scepticism of the credibility of the sustainability efforts was also present. Gaining consumers' trust should be a crucial goal of sustainable fashion manufacturers, as this will minimise doubts and encourage the individual to make repeat purchases within the brand (Luo B. et al., 2020). These individuals are active information searchers, so extensive and transparent information and external audits of sustainable production elements should be made available across the company's social media platforms to support this.

Finally, the third research objective was to outline the potential outcome of this research, which is to understand the factors leading to the 'attitude-behaviour gap' in ethical purchasing. The researcher has identified the most critical factors that influence fashion purchasing behaviour and the motivating factors to encourage sustainable fashion, which the marketers can use as a guideline to create strategic marketing communications to increase awareness of the brand's sustainability efforts and promote sustainable consumption.

5.2 Contributions and Limitations of the Research

This research study contributed to retail professionals' and marketers' understanding of the buying behaviours and perceptions of customers and their target market regarding the sustainability efforts and factors motivating sustainable consumption so that they can focus on the strategies and approaches that can offer sustainable fashion products that meet the various needs of the consumers. The dissertation used several research studies, Wiederhold and Martinez(2018), Chen and Chang(2012), Youn-Kyung Kim et al.,(1997), Workman and Cho(2012),  to understand the concept of sustainable consumption, sustainability in the fashion industry, and the impact of marketing efforts on sustainable consumption.
The limitation of this dissertation is that 'disposable income' was not one of the variables, which could have provided more critical data to understand if disposable income plays a role in the 'ethical purchasing gap'. Furthermore, for continuous research related to this study, a mixed method of qualitative and qualitative analysis can be attempted to understand better the expressive information that was not identified in the quantitative analysis process.
The current study is limited by its small, convenience sample. The findings are, therefore, not generalisable to wider populations. However, the exploratory nature of the research offers valuable insights by identifying the barriers to sustainable consumption, which can be applied in increasing consumer awareness of sustainable fashion consumption, and the brands could use this information to investigate further how to integrate into their production and marketing processes.
5.3 Recommendations for Practice
The brand should recognise that sustainable fashion is perceived differently from person to person, and the motivating factors for each individual can be different (Brewer, 2019). However, the influencing factors in decision-making and the barriers to sustainable consumption identified in this research could play a significant role in narrowing the 'ethical purchasing gap', and the brand should cater the marketing communications to its consumers, including these factors (Joergens, 2006). This will aid in increasing awareness of the brand's sustainability efforts and sustainable consumption (Amaladoss and Manohar, 2013). The existing sustainable brands could consider making their products more affordable as ‘affordability’ was identified as the major barrier to sustainable consumption in the survey findings.
5.4 Recommendations for Future Research

In a future study, the researcher could increase the number of participants to a bigger group and compare different counties of Ireland to see if consumer behaviour is the same as in the cities and the rural parts. The researcher could also include disposable income as a variable factor to perform a cross-analysis between different income groups and understand if there is a variance in sustainable consumption depending on this variable.
In the sustainable fashion consumption concept, a change leading to high living costs could also be focused on as it might be an exciting area of research to explore to gain insights into Ireland's market for which new cost-saving strategies could be discussed to resolve the issue.
5.5 Final Conclusion and Reflections

The research focused on the role of sustainability marketing, consumer awareness of sustainable consumption, and identifying potential barriers to sustainable consumption in the fast fashion industry. The research used a qualitative survey questionnaire to gather primary data. The main findings showed that though there is a general awareness among the participants of what sustainable fashion is and awareness of the possible consequences of unsustainable consumption was present, factors such as price, ease of access, and the latest trends/styles dominated their decision-making process. As the outcome, this research helped the study to better understand customer perceptions of sustainability marketing and motivating factors to promote sustainable fashion consumption, thus identifying factors to narrow the 'ethical purchasing gap'. 

In future, the research subject can be extended by adding more variables and specific markets to identify more about sustainable fashion consumption and consumer buying behaviour. The limitations of this research can be resolved by focusing on the gaps and areas left to be explored and analysed in this dissertation.

To conclude, the study notes the importance of self in understanding the likelihood of sustainable clothing consumption, and future research should measure the relationship between perceptions of self and ethical purchasing behaviours.
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Appendices
Appendix A – Informed Consent Form
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
I.
Research Study Title:  An explorative case study of the effects of H&M's sustainability efforts marketing communications on its Irish consumers’ perception of the brand and their purchasing behaviour.

University: Griffith College, Graduate Business School.

Principal Investigator: Dr Garrett Ryan. 

Researcher Name: Jijitha Puthur George

Email: jijitha.puthurgeorge@student.griffith.ie

II.
Clarification of the purpose of the research

      The aim of this research is to explore the attitudes of fashion consumers toward H&M's sustainability efforts, their perception of the brand and their purchasing behaviour. The research aims to explore how consumers process, act on and distribute brand/product information through social channels at different points to change their decision-making process. 

Furthermore, it will explore how effective communication strategies concerning the brand’s Sustainability efforts aid in developing a sustainable competitive advantage over long periods. The management can benefit from understanding how to create and enhance consumer awareness regarding the brands' sustainability activities from the descriptive data collected through the survey process and integrate those feedback or ideas into their marketing strategy to improve the brand's overall perception. 

Furthermore, through a combination of your participation and the latest research into H&M consumers’ purchasing behaviour in Dublin, Ireland, this research will add to body of academic understanding of the effect of the brand’s sustainability efforts marketing communications on its Irish consumers’ perception of the brand and purchasing behaviour. 

III.
Confirmation of particular requirements as highlighted in the Plain Language Statement

This project involves taking part in the completion of a survey.  The survey responses will be recorded and seek to gather information on your experience of H&M’s sustainability efforts and your knowledge and attitude towards sustainable consumption. Questions are directed towards your thoughts on your understanding of what sustainable consumption means in general and the factors that affect your decision-making when it comes to sustainable consumption in relation to the case study. I estimate the survey will take no longer than 20 minutes to complete. 

Participant – please complete the following (Circle Yes or No for each question)

Have you read or had read to you the Plain Language Statement?   Yes/No

Do you understand the information provided?


          Yes/No

Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study?         Yes/No

Have you received satisfactory answers to all your questions? 
          Yes/No

Are you aware that interviews will be audiotaped?

          Yes/No

IV.
Confirmation that involvement in the Research Study is voluntary

Involvement in this Research Study is voluntary.  Participants who decide to take part may withdraw from the Research Study at any point.  There will be no penalty for withdrawing before all stages of the Research Study are complete.

V.
Advice as to arrangements to be made to protect confidentiality of data, including that confidentiality of information provided is subject to legal limitations 

Every effort is made to ensure the confidentiality of the participant. Participant names will not be recorded, as all participants will be assigned a code. Where used, recorded interviews/survey data will be downloaded to a password-controlled computer, typed transcripts/survey results are held within password-controlled documents. Participant biographical details and or mention of other persons will be omitted in the final report. Confidentiality of information provided is subject to legal limitations.   

Appendix B – Survey Questionnaire
Section A
General Information of the Participant

1
How old are you?

2
What is your Gender?

3
What is your Educational Background?

4
Do you shop H&M fashion products?

Section B
Fashion Consumption

5
What is your idea of sustainable fashion?

6
What factors influence you the most when buying a clothing product?

7
What would motivate you to buy more sustainable fashion products than fast fashion?

8
Briefly explain your idea of the consequences that may arise due to unethical or unsustainable fashion consumption.

Section C
H&M 's Sustainability Efforts & Marketing Communications

9
Are you aware of H&M's sustainability efforts?

10          What is your perception of the brand H&M and its sustainability efforts?

11
Do you believe 'green advertising' affects consumer behaviour and why?

12
In your opinion, what would you like to know more about the product you purchase from the brand?
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