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Abstract: This study examines the knowledge and involvement of consumers in sustainability goals,
aiming to provide valuable insights to the textiles and clothing industry to foster their social respon-
sibility efforts and enhance consumer interaction. By comprehending and monitoring consumer
behavior, organizations can effectively implement sustainable practices and work towards achieving
sustainable development goals. For this study, a questionnaire was designed to evaluate consumer
concerns, behavior, self-reliance, and perspectives across four key phases of interest in sustainable
consumer behavior regarding textiles—acquisition, use, maintenance, and disposal. The results show
a compelling insight into the mindset of participants who prioritize budget, quality, comfort, and
functionality over sustainability when acquiring new textile items. Most respondents do not partici-
pate in clothing rental or sharing and predominantly refrain from purchasing second-hand products,
but they expressed a readiness to extend the lifespan of their products and displayed concern about
ensuring a responsible end-of-life for their belongings. Moreover, they attach importance to textile
products’ social and informational attributes and demand transparency from brands. These valuable
data can guide the industry in its interactions with consumers. Scholars are increasingly committed
to sustainability and its implications for practical application and policy development.
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1. Introduction

The sustainability topic presents several implications for social, environmental, eco-
nomic, and health responsibilities. The United Nations’ sustainable development goals
(SDGs) [1] target beneficial societal changes. Toward that aim, there is a need for ac-
tion between several entities: governmental and educational institutions, organizations,
associations, companies, and the community.

In this study, we focus, especially on SDG 12, which regards sustainable consumption
and production patterns, in order to provide suitable guidance for corporate social respon-
sibility action and social marketing campaigns on the back of a theory-based analysis of
consumer engagement with sustainability.

The role of consumers in sustainable development is often based on the promotion
of circularity, as they are the ones who can ensure the extension of product lifecycles, the
suitable disposal of products at the end of the lifecycle, and the reuse of products. This
role involves the adoption of behaviors that are not always aligned with the attitudes
and values of consumers, and so the study of values and beliefs that are not aligned with
sustainable behavior, as well as the determination of consumer perception of self-efficacy,
is paramount.
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Industry can play a role in changing consumers’ commitment to sustainable behav-
ior, precisely by acting over beliefs that do not represent reality or by influencing social
in-groups to promote values that align with sustainable developments, as well as by
galvanizing positive attitudes via reward.

In order to be able to improve knowledge and devise strategies, we developed a survey
aimed at collecting the values, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of Portuguese consumers of
fashion and textile industry products. This survey was divided into four sections pertaining
to the four phases of consumption, acquisition, use, maintenance, and discarding, all of
which have an emphasis on consumer involvement. The survey contained multiple choice,
dichotomous choice, and Likert scale-based questions probing consumer values affecting
product acquisition, engagement with sustainability information, fast-fashion alternatives,
sustainable use, willingness of product maintenance, and mindful product discard habits.

This study looked to answer whether consumers value their consumption habits, their
perception of control in sustainable action, their attitude toward sustainable action and
fast fashion alternatives, and the sustainable behaviors they already engage in. Answering
these questions will allow for a look into consumer psychology and provide guidance
regarding what aspect social marketing campaigns should target to increase the adoption
of sustainable behavior.

This study is structured as follows: we first present a literature review about this
topic, followed by the methodology used, a descriptive analysis of these data, and related
findings. We next discuss our results structured around the four phases of consumer action
toward product lifecycle: acquisition, use, maintenance, and discarding. This allows us to
synthesize the lack of consumer knowledge and awareness of sustainable practices. We
conclude by discussing the social psychology implications. These are hugely beneficial and
can be made to inform future inquests of social marketing to encourage the adoption of
sustainable consumer behavior more effectively in the clothing and textiles industry.

2. Literature Review

The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs [1] has outlined the
sustainable development goals (SDGs), which delineate the direction for sustainable devel-
opment in several areas [1]. These goals encompass social, environmental, and economic
aspects, providing a comprehensive framework for fostering sustainability [2-6]. The SDGs
consist of 17 goals that encapsulate various dimensions of sustainability, as referenced by
multiple authors, indicating their significance and widespread recognition [1,3,7]. Figure 1
illustrates these 17 SDGs.
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Figure 1. The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—A Framework for fostering Sustainability.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 15812

30f23

The SDGs offer a structured approach to address environmental concerns and frame
our potential sustainability responses. Furthermore, these goals can serve as a supporting
framework for designing measures and influencing consumers’ views, choices, and actions
toward responsible consumerism and sustainability, fostering awareness and shaping their
perspectives.

The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 12 is to ensure sustainable con-
sumption and production patterns, and nowhere is the impact of this goal more important
than in fashion consumption. The environmental impact of the fashion industry can be
noticed in the many steps of its supply chains, from the environmental impacts seen in
the agricultural and petrochemical production steps to the manufacturing, logistics, and
retail [8]. This impact is especially visible in fast fashion, as it tends to have social and
environmental impacts to support the rapid increase in material throughput, having grown
to twice the amount of clothing produced than in the year 2000 [8]. The sheer amount of
textile waste produced by fast fashion warrants a fast change in consumption patterns [9]
and a move towards circularity, for example, with the adoption of second-hand purchase
practices, which enable the extension of clothing life cycles and decrease the need for new
prime matter [10]. Regardless of the impact of fast fashion within the industry, previous in-
currences in the literature have shown an imbalance in social, economic, and environmental
aspects of sustainable development [11].

When considering the implementation of these goals, understanding consumer be-
havior becomes paramount [12]. Consumers hold significant control over the specific
unsustainable consumption patterns in the fashion industry. As end-consumers, their
choices and behaviors directly influence the demand for fast fashion and drive textile
products” high consumption and disposal rates [13]. In recent times, there has been a
notable trend among consumers to prioritize cheap and trendy clothing, leading to frequent
purchases and swift disposal of items [14]. This behavior consumption pattern has signifi-
cantly contributed to generating post-consumer textile waste [15]. Moreover, it is essential
to empower consumers with the knowledge that their choices hold the potential to shape
the industry. Consumers can significantly influence the fashion and textile sectors through
their purchasing decisions. By consciously selecting sustainable and eco-friendly products,
advocating for transparency in supply chains, and patronizing brands that prioritize envi-
ronmental responsibility, consumers can send a resounding message to the industry. As
the demand for sustainable products continues to surge, companies must embrace more
sustainable practices and actively work towards reducing their environmental impact.

The concept of a circular economy (CE) may offer an elegant solution that seamlessly
connects the dots between sustainable practices, the SDGs, and responsible consumer
behavior. This system is understood as sustainable due to its focus on reusing materials and
reducing the use of new prime matter [16], turning products at the end of their lifecycle into
resources to make new products, essentially closing the loop of product lifecycles [16,17].
Ultimately, this model aims to move away from the traditional linear model of “take, make,
dispose” and has been applied around the world as developed and developing economies
are working towards a sustainable economy and society [18-20]. In order to embrace
the circular system, both consumers and industry are essential players, as consumers
within a circular system must be open to adopting habits of reusing products, be that as
remanufactured products or repaired products, and the industry is forced into an extra
effort of marketing this type of products and providing consumer education, for example,
via social marketing [16].

Several theories can explain consumer engagement with sustainability in the fash-
ion industry and the adoption of sustainable practices. Through the Theory of Planned
Behaviour (TPB) [21], it is possible to understand that aspects such as consumer attitude,
informed by a set of beliefs [22] towards a specific behavior, deeply affect their chances of
behavioral modification, which, along with their perception of control are two of the most
essential factors in the adoption of green consumer behavior [23,24].
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It is through the value-belief-norm (VBN) [25] theory that the connection between an
individual’s core egoistic and altruistic values and beliefs, prescriptive and descriptive, on
environmental issues can be explored, as involvement can often depend on whether the
individual consumer holds the prescriptive belief that what is being performed to address
sustainable development is not enough, or that it could benefit from their involvement,
along with the descriptive belief that their own involvement is a causal effect to the problem.
VBN has often been applied in conjunction with TPB due to their individual strengths.
While TPB is strong in explaining self-interest, VBN is stronger in altruistic behaviors,
providing a complete picture of consumer motivation [26]. VBN also explains and exposes
the importance of informing consumers, with education having a very strong impact on
their beliefs [27].

Often, the consumer’s personal values or norms—internalized moral standards and
principles—require the presence of antecedent conditions to be activated, such as the
awareness of their own impact and the consequences of their actions, as well as an emotional
bond to the issues at hand, as explained by the norm activation model (NAM) [28]. This
explanation of norm activation is useful to predict intention and is often used in conjunction
with TPB in this effect [29].

Along with personal values, attitudes, beliefs, and activation factors, sustainable
consumer behavior can be foretold by consumer’s social situations, such as their in-groups,
or the groups they belong to, and out-groups, the groups they do not perceive themselves to
be a part of. The social identity theory (SIT) [30,31] explains how individual social identity
and self-esteem are intricately linked to social dynamics. This social dynamic often leads
to the rejection of out-groups and intensifies bias while promoting in-group values, such
as action on social causes. SIT can often act as a mediator between TPB, NAM, and VBN
through its focus on self-identity [32].

If we consider the significance of empowered consumers in promoting sustainable
practices, it becomes evident that education alone may not address all the challenges they
encounter. Despite possessing the necessary tools and access to information to engage
in the market actively, the affordability of sustainable products remains a concern for
many budget-conscious individuals [33]. However, despite education being a potential
means of empowerment, it does not solely address the challenges consumers face. In
many cases, consumers seeking greener products often find themselves priced out of
the market. Budget-conscious individuals may perceive higher risks associated with
sustainable purchases, limiting their participation in the sustainable market. To encourage
the adoption of greener products, researchers have explored consumer willingness to pay
for them, providing insights that can help the industry avoid pricing consumers out of the
market [34]. Studies reveal that consumers already consider a company’s engagement with
economic and environmental sustainability, along with price, when assessing the value of a
product [35]. Another struggle consumers face is a lack of readily available information,
despite industry and government collaboration to improve accessibility to sustainable-
related product information. The Digital Product Passport initiative aims to address this
issue by providing comprehensive information for product purchases [36,37]. However,
even with increased information, consumers often find it challenging to comprehend,
leading to feelings of distrust [38].

This interaction between industry and consumers, along with political deciders and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), forms the necessary multi-stakeholder collabora-
tion (MSC) [39—41] necessary to tackle the problem of sustainable development. MSC is
capable and integral to informing interactions between a plurality of stakeholders driven
to intervene in a particular social ill, requiring that trust between parties is built upon
a common purpose, open communication, shared decision-making, and the search for
mutually beneficial outcomes [41].

Drawing from the preceding discussion, it is imperative to consistently observe con-
sumers’ perceptions, attitudes, values, and beliefs to refine policies and initiatives, such as
those pertaining to social marketing, aligning them with their ever-changing preferences.
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For instance, keeping track of consumer behavior is instrumental in tackling the problem
of excessive textile waste. By comprehending disposal patterns and the underlying reasons
for item disposal, it becomes possible to develop creative approaches that effectively curtail
waste generation. Remaining vigilant to the fluidity of consumer behavior empowers
organizations to adjust their strategies effectively, meeting the evolving demands and ex-
pectations regarding sustainability and responsible consumption. Thus, the central research
problem of this study revolves around effectively aligning consumer behavior and beliefs
within the textiles sector with regard to the needed efforts to communicate clear messages
about sustainability and engage in other modalities of corporate social responsibility (e.g.,
campaigns to increase recycling).

With this in mind, this study holds the singular purpose of empirically investigating
how consumers, informed by their values, beliefs, and social dynamics, perceive their own
actions, along with that of industry, within the fashion space, with regard to sustainability.
It is the intention of the authors for this investigation to be performed through the lens
of the theoretical framework presented herein and, through discussion, contribute to the
application of each of the theories presented in the space of sustainable consumer behav-
ior. This study aims to answer several research questions, among them “Do consumers
value their consumption habits?”, “Do consumers perceive themselves to be in control of
their engagement with sustainability?” “Do consumers hold a positive attitude towards
sustainable actions and the alternatives the market presents to fast fashion?” and “What
sustainable behaviors does the consumer population already engage in?” although no less
important than “What aspects of consumer psychology should social marketing actions
target to increase the adoption of sustainable behavior?”.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Sample

This study involved a sample of 1056 Portuguese participants, recruited through con-
venient sampling via social media and e-mail promotions, from March to May 2023. After
removing respondents who failed to complete any questions after indicating their consent
to ensure sample integrity, the final sample size was reduced to 1026. All participants
filled out a consent form to participate in this survey. Data collection was anonymous
and performed in conformity with the Declaration of Helsinki [42]. Among valid samples,
further demographic information is discussed below.

Regarding age distribution, a large part of participants (29.1%) fell within the age
bracket of 26 to 35 years of age at the time of data collection, while 28% were in the range
of 46 to 60 years, 12.67% were in the range of 36 to 45 years, 13.4% were in the age range of
18 to 25 years, and the smallest subgroup was represented by participants above the age of
60 (3.5%). Finally, two participants (0.2%) opted not to disclose their age range.

In terms of gender, the sample generally comprises more women than men. Most
respondents (68.5%) identified as female, while 31.1% identified as male. Only one respon-
dent (0.1%) preferred not to reveal that information. No participants identified with other
genders, and two individuals (0.2%) chose not to indicate their gender.

For academic qualifications, the majority of participants (81.3%) reported having a
higher education degree (47.3% had a postgraduate degree and 33.7% had an undergraduate
degree), 16.4% had a high school level education, while 2% of participants had an education
level lower than that.

Most respondents (60.1%) identified their geographical area as urban, while 23.8%
identified it as a “big city,” and 15.8% identified it as “rural.” One participant chose not to
answer this question.

They also reported the number of dependents. Most respondents (54.2%) reported
having no dependents, 21.8% of respondents reported having only one dependent, 19.4%
of respondents reported having two dependents, 2.7% of respondents reported having
three dependents, and 1.6% of respondents reported having more than three dependents.
Finally, when reporting about income comfort, most participants (48.2%) stated their income
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allowed them to pay expenses, 36.6% of participants stated their income allowed them to
live comfortably, 9.8% stated their income was difficult to live with, 3.8% stated that they
were not able to gauge their income comfort, and 2% stated they find it very difficult to live
with their current income. Additionally, 3.4% stated being unable to judge their comfort
level with current household income.

3.2. Questionnaire

The research team, in collaboration with experts in the field and partners from the
project be@t, designed the questionnaire under the same name. The Questionnaire be@t
was thoughtfully structured into four sections, aligning with the four key phases of interest
in sustainable consumer behavior regarding textiles, as identified by the research team in
consultation with experts from the field. This questionnaire is depicted in the supplemen-
tary file (Supplement S1). Figure 2 below depicts the representation of the four identified
phases, capturing the essence of the questionnaire.

4 )

1.Acquisition 3. Maintenance
This phase represents consumer and repall"

acquisition of textile products, In this phase, the focus shifts to how

including purchasing patterns, imers ged or worn-out
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Figure 2. Phases of Sustainable Consumer Behaviour in the Textile Industry.

In addition to the items for those four phases, demographic characteristics were also
collected. The questionnaire had dichotomous (Yes/No, DC), multiple choice (MC), and
5-point Likert scale (LS) response options. The questionnaire inquiries assess the interest of
Portuguese consumers in sustainable consumption. It aimed to evaluate their consumption
patterns, factors influencing their choices, interest in sustainable products, awareness of
ecological characteristics that influence their carbon footprint during product acquisition,
as well as their ability and willingness to prolong product usage and provide proper end-
of-life treatment for circularity and waste reduction. The questionnaire was considered
appropriate to identify and characterize the profiles of such consumers, as it was validated
by three experts in the field to evaluate its length, content, and clarity questions, ensuring
content validity. Furthermore, during the pilot test, the initial thirty questionnaires were
administered without any issues of comprehension reported. Figure 3 showcases all four
phases of the questionnaire, including their respective titles.

The questionnaire was distributed using the online survey platform Qualtrics© (2022)
through LinkedIn, Instagram and Facebook.
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Figure 3. Graphical representation of the phases of the questionnaire and topics evaluated in each
of them.

3.3. Data Analysis

This empirical study is characterized as quantitative using descriptive techniques. The
results section below showcases raw frequencies, which signify the count of the responses
for each item. This choice aimed to capture unmodified data points and provide a specific
level of granularity in the characterization of this consumer behavior domain. These results
are inherently objective and do not undergo interpretation or transformation. Due to their
inherent characteristics, these raw frequencies are regarded as discrete numerical values,
and their measurement entails a straightforward counting procedure [43].

These collected data were subjected to frequency analysis using IBM® Statistical Pack-
age for Social Sciences (SPSS, version 29.0.0.0 (241)) (Windows, IBM, Armonk, NY, USA) [44]
to examine the distribution of responses across various categories. Only participants who
finished the questionnaire were considered, which led to the exclusion of 30 participants.
Those participants were eliminated before the frequency analysis process. The result was
as follows.

4. Results

For a better understanding of the results obtained in this study, this section has been
organized into four sections, mirroring the phases of the questionnaire discussed above.

4.1. Acquisition Phase

Participants were asked for the most common reason for acquiring new textile items
(MC). A total of 65.5% of participants indicated replacing old or worn-out items as one of
the most common reasons. The second most frequently cited reason (37.2% of participants)
is the need for size or fit changes, while the third most reported reason was to avail
of promotions and discounts (31.9%). Less common reasons expressed by participants
included having items for special occasions and updating their wardrobe with the latest
fashion trends, at 20.6% and 17.3%, respectively. Additionally, 1.2% of individuals declared
additional reasons, which were not as frequently mentioned. Figure 4 further depicts
participants’ reasons for acquiring new textiles.
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Figure 4. Factors influencing the purchasing decisions of new textile items, expressed in frequency
of choice.

Participants were then asked for the range of the number of clothing items bought
per month (MC). Most participants (81.5%) declared buying 0 to 2 textile items per month.
Around 14.5% of participants stated they buy 2 to 5 items per month, and a smaller number
of participants stated buying 5 to 8 or even more than 10 items per month. Yet, 2.5% of
participants did not provide an answer to this question.

When asked for the most influential factors in product acquisition, price was iden-
tified as the most prominent factor affecting decision (this fact was selected by 54.9% of
participants), while quality and functionality were a close second, with 50.3% of partici-
pants stating their importance. The third most cited factor impacting decision-making was
comfort, selected by 43.2% of participants. It is important to note that participants could
choose more than one option.

Upon being asked if they take the sustainability of an item into account (MC), most
participants (61.1%) reported that they consider an item’s sustainability when buying a
textile product. A total of 36.2% stated that they value item sustainability. Additionally, 2.5%
of participants expressed that they have some consideration for an item’s sustainability
when making a textile product purchase, while 0.2% reported not considering it at all.
The findings suggest that a significant proportion of participants place importance on
sustainability when buying textile products, with a considerable number acknowledging
its value in their decision-making process.

Participants who indicated that they consider were further queried about the specific
sustainability factors they prioritize (MC). The two most mentioned factors were sustainable
materials and item durability, followed by sustainable production processes. In smaller
proportions, participants also highlighted the importance of certifications items possess
and the type of packaging used. These choices are visually represented in Figure 5.

Participants were presented with a series of questions concerning their willingness
to adopt sustainable behaviors, to which they responded using a five-point Likert scale.
The radar chart in Figure 6 indicates that most participants were ready to embrace the
suggested behaviors. Notably, opinions were divided when participants were asked about
their level of knowledge regarding the environmental impact of the fashion industry. A
considerable number remained undecided, while a larger group partially disagreed, and
the majority partially agreed. Furthermore, most expressed a keen interest in learning more
about the sustainable options for textile items available in the market.
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Figure 5. Sustainable factors considered by participants prioritizing item sustainability.

Figure 6. Perceived potential for changing behaviors towards sustainability.

When presented with the hypothesis of a social score being added to the label of textile
products indicating the fairness of labor conditions and company practices (DC), most
participants (61%) indicated this would be an influencing factor. In comparison, 31% stated
that it would be an influencing factor, but it would not be a determining one.

Participants were asked about their habit of reading labels before buying products
(DC), with the results being somewhat divided, as the majority (53%) stated they possess
that habit, and 39% of participants stated they do not have the habit of reading labels before
purchasing items.

The participants who indicated the habit of reading labels prior to product purchase
were questioned on the perceptibility of ecological certificates on labels (DC). Of these, the
majority (83.3%) stated not finding this information easily perceptible, while only a small
minority (16%) stated finding this information perceptible.

When asked what platforms they use to gather information about products (MC),
the main source of information indicated by participants (51%) remains physical stores,
while 33.8% of participants prefer online stores for this purpose. A smaller percentage
of participants rely on brand applications to obtain product information before making a
purchase (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Most accessed points of sale used to obtain information on textile articles, expressed as a
percentage of all choices.

When asked about their preferred method of accessing product information (MC), a
majority of participants (49.75%) indicated a preference for accessing it through the product
label, while 33.7% expressed a preference for using visual codes such as QR or barcodes.
A small number of participants (8.17%) showed interest in obtaining this information
through an NFC (near field communication) smart tag, which is a technology standard that
facilitates secure, short-range wireless connectivity, allowing fast, bidirectional interactions
between electronic devices [45].

Participants were asked whether they engaged in the practice of sharing textile items
(DC), with the vast majority (63.19%) indicating that they did not have this habit, while a
smaller portion of participants (30%) reported sharing textile items.

For participants who reported sharing textile items, the majority of responses (89.5%)
indicated that they share with family members. A significant portion (41.8%) also tended
to share with acquaintances, while a smaller percentage (13.3%) indicated sharing with
unknown individuals.

When asked whether they tend to rent textile items (DC), only as much as 1% of
participants displayed this habit. 92.4% of participants stated not having the habit of
renting textile items.

Having been queried on the habit of purchasing second-hand clothing (DC), a small
share of the sample (21.3%) demonstrated the use of second-hand when purchasing textile
items. 71.8% of participants stated not using these platforms.

4.2. Use Phase

When asked about the number of uses of a textile item from acquisition to discard
(MC), most respondents claimed to have used items over thirty times during their life cycle,
while a minority stated using them up to or less than 30 times. Results are detailed in
Figure 8.

Participants were asked about the longevity of their textile items (MC), with most
respondents (73.5%) reporting that they kept their textile items for over two years before
discarding them. A small proportion (12.2%) chose not to respond to this question. Figure 9
illustrates the distribution of these results.

Participants were asked how often they wash different types of clothing items (LS). As
shown in Figure 10, participants exhibited varying washing frequencies for different items.
T-shirts and maternity wear were commonly washed after every use, while ceremonial
attire and home textiles are washed less frequently as intervals vary between two and five
or more uses.
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Figure 8. Average times used for a common textile item.
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Figure 9. Longevity of textile items, expressed in frequency of choice.
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Figure 10. Average frequency of washing per textile item, expressed as the frequency of choice.

When asked about compliance to textile label directions (MC), most participants

(52.7%) tend to follow label recommendations when washing and drying items, while
a smaller, yet still significant, proportion of participants (24.7%) indicated reading the
labels but disregarding the information and washing all items in the same manner. A
smaller portion of the sample indicated discarding the label and not being concerned about
following its recommendations. The results are displayed in Figure 11.
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Figure 11. Tendency to follow label recommendation when washing/drying textile items, expressed
as a percentage of choice.

Participants were questioned about their clothes-washing habits (LS). The radar chart
in Figure 12 presents the distribution of average uses for washing machine programs
over a week. It is possible to observe that most programs are used very little, with most
participants stating they do not use them at all; an example is the cotton program. Other
programs, such as rinse and duvet, show a more balanced use.

Cotton
600
Duvet Synthetics
500 e N ON @
g »1 time
Easy treatment Fast/Mix
2/3 times
4/S times
Mixed fabric Delicate
w— /7 times
8 or more times
Lingerie wool

e Didn't Answer

Dark colors Rinse

Figure 12. Average amount of uses for each washing program listed per week.

When asked about their concerns with using chemical items in clothes washing (DC),
a large portion of the sample (60.5%) indicated concern with using chemical items during
the washing of textile items, while 28.9% indicated not having this concern.

Respondents were asked which chemical items they use in clothes washing (MC). Most
participants use detergent and/or fabric softener in washing, while a smaller percentage of
participants use soap and chemical-free washing balls. A smaller percentage of the sample
(0.66%) do not use chemical items in washing textiles. These results are made explicit in
Figure 13.
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Figure 13. Product usage in clothes washing expressed as the frequency of choice.
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Participants were asked about their use of third-party clothes-washing services (MC).
A large portion of participants (39.77%) do not use third-party services for washing, drying,
or ironing clothes. Similar amounts of participants value the cost, quality, and geographical
proximity of the service (see Figure 14).

Didn't Answer 136
Don't Use 420
Special Treatments 81

Service Quality 248

OPTIONS

Geographical Proximity 235
Environmental Impact 19

Cost 316
o 10 20 30 40 50

0
FREQUENCIES

Figure 14. Factors influencing the use of third-party services for washing, drying, and ironing textile
items.

When asked about how they dry items (MC), most participants (77.4%) do not use a
tumbler dryer to dry textile items and prefer to dry items in the open air. A smaller share
of participants (13.4%) usually choose to use tumble dryers.

4.3. Maintenance Phase

When asked how they handle a damaged textile item (MC), the largest portion of
participants (50.9%) opt to handle it by either donating or recycling it through textile item
collection containers. Another considerable percentage of respondents (46.9%) prefer to
repurpose the item for alternative uses (i.e., cleaning). In comparison, a smaller percentage
of participants (17.6%) choose to dispose of the damaged items as regular undifferentiated
trash, while 20.1% opt for professional repair services. Additionally, a substantial number of
participants decided to repair the article themselves. These responses are visually depicted
in Figure 15.

Donation/Recycling
luse it for alternative uses such as cleaning

| carry out the repair of the article

OPTIONS

luse repair services

Discard for unsorted garbage 186

(=]

20 40 60
0
FREQUENCIES

Figure 15. Preferred treatment of damaged items, expressed as the frequency of choice.
During the survey, participants were asked about their attitudes toward repairing

damaged textile items (MC) and their willingness to invest in repair services (MC). Remark-
ably, the majority of respondents (65.6%) displayed a keen interest in paying for item repair
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services. In contrast, a considerable portion (25.9%) stated that they preferred to handle the
repair themselves without relying on third-party assistance.

Curiously, when asked about the specific percentage of the item’s value they would
be willing to spend on repairs (MC), no responses were received. Consequently, no valid
answers are available for this question. This finding suggests that respondents may hold
diverse perspectives on the cost-benefit ratio of repair services concerning the item’s value.

Lastly, when queried about their preferred third-party repair services (MC), most
participants (78.9%) mentioned utilizing the services of a familiar seamstress. A smaller
percentage opted for branded external repair services (8.2%), while an even smaller fraction
chose brand repair services (4.6%).

4.4. Discard Phase

Respondents were asked for their preferences regarding item disposal (MC). In
Figure 16, the results strongly depict the participants” thoughtful choices when handling
textile items. A substantial majority (66.9%) donate items to social charity institutions
or friends and family. To promote sustainability, a noteworthy portion (52.8%) actively
engage with public textile item recycling containers to discard their textiles responsibly.
Additionally, a smaller yet environmentally conscious portion (16.1%) seizes the oppor-
tunity to resell items, giving them a new lease on life. These insightful findings provide
valuable insights into the participants” eco-conscious behaviors and contributions to a more
sustainable and compassionate world.

Common garbage 145

Creative erecycling or reuse 19

" Resellers (apps for selling used items) 170

2

o

=  Storeswith textile recycling programs 70

o

(o]

Public textile recycling containers 558
Donation to social institutions, friends and family 706
Other 4
0 25 50 75

0
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Figure 16. Most used forms of discard for textile items expressed as the frequency of choice.

Participants were asked if they had a preference for a time of year to dispose of items
(MC). A significant proportion of participants (64.8%) prefer not to designate a specific time
of year to discard textile items, whereas 24.6% actively choose specific periods for disposal.

The participants who opted for a specific time of year to discard items were asked
what this time was (MC). The majority (73%) prefer the change of seasons for this pur-
pose. Meanwhile, a portion (21%) finds the vacation period ideal for decluttering and
rejuvenation. Finally, a minority (3.6%) prefer to combine festive periods with decluttering
during special occasions. These distinct preferences reveal the diverse and thoughtful ways
participants approach textile item disposal.

When asked what would motivate them to recycle textile items (MC), the most referred
reason (chosen by 80% of participants) was knowing that the items being recycled would
have a responsible end of life. A smaller portion of the participants stated that receiving
a reward would be a reason to recycle textiles, while the minority of participants (4.5%)
valued being able to send textile items directly to the brand.

When asked about the possibility of brand compensation for responsible discard
campaigns (MC), most participants (68%) feel that when handing over items they do not
use back to the brand, they should be compensated. A total of 22.2% of participants stated
the opposite: they do not think they should be compensated.
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The participants who felt they deserved compensation were asked what form this
should take (MC). The majority express a preference for receiving it in the form of discounts
on new items or services. A smaller but noteworthy segment favors accumulating discounts
for future use. Then, a smaller percentage (2.7%) mentioned the use of gamification tokens
as a suitable reward. These results can be observed in Figure 17.
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(2]
2
o Gamification tokens 29
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Points that can accumulate discounts 201
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Figure 17. Preferred forms of compensation by brands for handing over items they no longer use
expressed as the frequency of choice.

Participants were asked how many items they discard per year (MC). As evidenced
by the chart in Figure 18, most respondents tend to discard anywhere from 2 to 5 items per
year, while a sizeable portion discards anywhere from 5 to 10 items, and a smaller portion
of the sample discards from 10 to 20 or over 20 items per year. The minor portion discards
less than two items per year.

More than 20

Between 10to 20 126

Between 5to 10

OPTIONS

Between 2to 5

Lessthan 2

(=}

10 20 30 40
o o o o
FREQUENCIES

Figure 18. Average amount of textile items discarded per year expressed as the frequency of choice.

5. Discussion

This study presents a comprehensive analysis of the results obtained by applying the
questionnaire be@t to a sample of 1026 participants during the first semester of 2023. The
questionnaire is organized into four sections, including questions on the acquisition, use,
maintenance, and disposal of textile products. Throughout this study, it was possible to
explore several issues related to consumers’ habits, preferences, and attitudes towards
textile products, as well as the Portuguese consumer’s perception of sustainable practices
and the textile sector. The results revealed valuable insights into consumers’ environmental
concerns, the importance of clear and accessible information, the adoption of conscious
consumption practices, and the willingness to hand over items for recycling.

While this study is inherently empirical in its essence, it is imperative to emphasize
that its core objective extends beyond the mere presentation of empirical findings. In
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addition, the following section was meticulously structured with a practical orientation.
This dual emphasis on empirical investigation and practical applicability was a conscious
and deliberate choice with the intention to bridge the gap between academic research and
its tangible utility in addressing practical, real-world challenges.

Thus, in the forthcoming subsections, we will discuss the results of the four key phases
of interest in sustainable consumer behavior regarding textiles in a way that can be of
value to practitioners, policymakers, and researchers in the field. These phases encompass
acquiring, using, maintaining, and disposing of textile products. By organizing our analysis
based on these distinct sections, we aim to comprehensively understand consumers’ habits,
preferences, and attitudes throughout the entire lifecycle of textile items.

5.1. Acquisition Phase

In the section dedicated to acquiring textile products, the findings highlight a prevalent
motivation among participants: replacing old or worn-out pieces. These results suggest that
participants value their textile products’ functionality and durability, making purchases
only when needed. The average monthly purchases of 0 to 2 textile items demonstrate a
conscious consumption pattern, where participants demonstrate a mindful approach to
shopping, opting for only essential purchases. This approach may reflect a concern for
sustainability and an attempt to avoid over-consumption and reduce waste in consumer
behavior.

Yet, on the acquisition side, this study reveals that three main factors significantly
influence the purchase of a given textile product: ‘price,” ‘quality and functionality,” and
‘comfort.” Participants express notable concern about product costs, diligently searching for
options that align with their household budget. Such financial considerations necessitate
industry involvement in establishing affordable price points for eco-friendly products—a
topic well-explored in the existing literature, assessing consumer willingness to pay [34].
From the perspective of TPB, it is possible to imagine that this preference of the consumer
to purchase products based on price, quality, and comfort could be derived from the
relative favorability of this attitude when compared with the favorability of purchasing
products based on their sustainability [21]. This does not necessarily stem from a negative
attitude towards purchasing sustainable products, but rather, while it can be seen that
respondents have generally positive attitudes regarding sustainable products, they might
be more driven—have a more favorable attitude—towards buying products that are more
financially responsible. Similarly, there may be social pressure from the in-groups for
financial responsibility rather than environmental or social responsibility [30]. This speaks
volumes to industry pricing of more sustainable items and the need to lower pricing to
negate this effect.

Beyond financial aspects, participants also prioritize purchasing products of excellent
quality that fulfill their practical needs, ensuring the item’s longevity without compromising
comfort during use. These three factors combined underscore a balanced decision-making
approach, wherein financial considerations and the overall excellence of textile products
are judiciously weighed. On the other hand, the factors of ‘sustainable production and
distribution’, labor conditions and social responsibility’, and ‘ease of purchase’ seem to
have lower priority in deciding to buy textile products since they were mentioned by a very
small portion of the sample. The literature suggests that sustainability, both environmental
and economic, as well as price, have a combined effect on product evaluation [35]; however,
the results of this questionnaire show that there is still some way to go with consumers for
sustainability to become a widespread consideration at the final moment of the purchasing
decision.

While past findings suggest that most respondents currently do not prioritize sustain-
able concerns during their purchase decisions, it is crucial to emphasize that they have a
notable desire to change this behavior. Based on this study, most respondents reported
being willing to reduce or modify their consumption pattern, paying more for garments
with lower environmental impact and/or purchasing products composed of sustainable
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fibers or fabrics. These results reveal a positive momentum towards more sustainable
practices in the fashion industry, suggesting a genuine desire to take action to reduce envi-
ronmental impact and promote more conscious consumption. With the right behavioral
intentions, even with a lack of action, it is clear interventions in the form of social mar-
keting [46,47] should be focused on addressing the barriers to sustainable behavior, such
as the above-mentioned attitude [21] and social pressure [30,31] regarding the price and
perceived quality of items while emboldening the positive intentions of consumers. Con-
sidering that this is the general trend within the sample, it is also possible to consider the
effects that emboldening these attitudes have on the social dynamics of in-groups [30,31],
as large groups sharing overwhelmingly positive attitudes towards sustainable behavior
may provide adequate antecedent conditions [28] for the activation of the personal normes,
which have shown to be overwhelmingly based on positive values towards environmental
and social sustainability [25].

It is noteworthy that participants expressed a keen interest in acquiring information
about the products they purchase, actively reading the labels of textile items. The increased
availability works to counteract misinformed beliefs regarding sustainable products, which
in itself is hugely important in the formation of personal norms. In their quest for knowl-
edge, both physical and online stores are perceived as crucial sources of information about
products, practices, and available options. Regarding textile product labels, which were
described as the preferred means to obtain information about the item, these data reveal
that less than half consider that the information presented on the labels is perceivable,
which indicates that there is a need to improve the clarity and comprehensibility of the
information provided to consumers to meet their expectations and facilitate informed
decision-making [48]. This is supported by findings reported in the literature that con-
sumers do not understand sustainable fashion production [38]. In fact, while industry and
government are working on solutions to the availability of information on the sustainability
of products with initiatives such as the Digital Product Passport [36,37], these findings also
suggest that there is much literacy work to be conducted regarding the textile sector and
the practices that are currently in place, which could merit industry involvement in con-
sumer education by means of social marketing [47], as well as in the labeling of sustainable
products [48]. However, one positive aspect is that most respondents express a desire to
attain more information about the sustainable textile options available on the market. This
expression of interest highlights the need for greater outreach and education on existing
sustainable options to empower consumers to make more informed and conscious choices.

Most respondents also consider that the way companies treat their employees (i.e.,
social score) is a relevant factor for the purchasing decision. This awareness demonstrates a
growing concern about working conditions and the social responsibility of brands and com-
panies. This is corroborated by the literature, as previous studies demonstrated consumers
care about companies’ interactions with sustainability [35].

The apparent reluctance of respondents to buy second-hand reused clothing could be
due to their perception of risk in product functionality. Some authors have pointed out
risk perception when purchasing a recycled product [34]. Consumers may perceive risk in
the performance of a recycled product compared with a new product, affecting the price
they are willing to pay to change from a recycled to a new product [34]. This reluctance
could impact the application of certain sustainable practices of textile consumption, such as
collaborative consumption in fashion and the clothing library [49]. Regarding the sharing of
textile items, the results indicate that this practice is rare for most participants, with almost
all reporting not having the habit of sharing or renting garments or using second-hand
purchase platforms. TPB may be useful in explaining this reluctance, as a negative attitude
to this behavior may hinder its adoption [21,22]. This attitude may well be explainable,
as well, in a collective sense through SIT and NAM, as an in-group with overwhelmingly
negative views on alternative consumption practices will hinder norm activation [28,30,31].
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5.2. Use Phase

More than half of the participants show concern about using chemicals in washing
their textile items, with a preference for drying items outdoors and without using third-
party services (e.g., dry cleaners). Consumers appear to demonstrate a combination of
self-sufficiency in carrying out washing, drying, and ironing services for textiles and
a vital consideration for the costs associated with outsourced services. Although most
respondents demonstrated attentiveness in reading and adhering to care labels, a significant
portion reported ignoring or disposing of these instructions. Those who opted to discard
or disregard the clothing item labels might have encountered difficulty identifying the
symbols depicted [48], a pattern reminiscent of findings from a study conducted on a
student population. Students frequently overlooked the label information in that study
and struggled to comprehend the instruction [50].

5.3. Maintenance Phase

The results further reveal that most participants prefer to give alternative uses to dam-
aged textile items, such as using them for cleaning purposes or opting for proper disposal
in textile collection containers for donation or recycling. This demonstrates a concern for
sustainability and making the most of items when they are not in optimal condition. Partic-
ipants also say they are willing to pay for the repair of their textile items, which reflects the
importance they place on extending the life of items rather than discarding them prema-
turely. When they resort to repair, they prefer known sewists, reinforcing the importance of
relationships with professionals specialized in the maintenance of textile items.

In the context of selecting a service provider, consumer trust in both personnel and
the store holds significant importance [51]. In the specific case of the preference for known
sewists within the Portuguese textile consumer culture, one noteworthy factor to consider
is the prominence of women in the clothing manufacturing industry. This aspect potentially
influences the level of trust in these services, particularly as gender roles continue to
evolve in the job market [52]. Consumers might link familiarity with the service providers,
particularly in communities where interpersonal connections hold a crucial role in building
trust. It is essential to acknowledge that trust is a multifaceted construct influenced by
various social, cultural, and individual factors. Trust in corporate social responsibility
practices has shown to be a critical factor in positive consumer revisiting intention [53].
This effect has been studied within consumer-fashion brand relationships, as consumers
need to perceive brand actions towards social responsibility as altruistic, with trust being a
direct predictor of purchasing intention [54]. Therefore, understanding the specific drivers
of consumer trust in known sewists within the textile consumer culture would likely
require additional research, considering aspects such as community dynamics, historical
gender roles, and the significance of interpersonal relationships in the decision-making
process. This could also be a clear case of the effect of social acceptance of practice within
in-groups [30,31], as well as the formation of a subjective norm, amplifying the adoption
of this practice, speaking volumes to the value of both SIT and NAM in the promotion of
sustainable practices [28,30,31].

5.4. Disposal Phase

In the disposal phase, the findings reveal that over half of the participants practice
conscious disposal, opting to donate textile items to charities, friends, and family or using
recycling bins. The primary motivation for donation appears to be the belief that the items
will be responsibly handled at the end of their lifecycle, showcasing an understanding of
recycling’s environmental impact reduction and its role in the circular economy, speaking
to the value of prescriptive and descriptive beliefs in the activation of personal norms.
These choices highlight a concern for responsible disposal aimed at minimizing waste and
contributing to sustainability. The literature points out the values observed by consumers
when disposing and reusing items, pointing out that resale and donation behaviors can be
explained by environmental concerns, while reuse and resale can be explained by economic
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factors, and convenience was a highly motivating factor for discard habits [55]. Interest-
ingly, almost two-thirds of respondents believe brands should compensate consumers for
handing over items they no longer use. The most desired form of compensation is through
discounts on the purchase of new items or services. This reveals consumers’ expectations
to be rewarded for their sustainable actions, encouraging them to continue participating in
responsible disposal practices. These results highlight the importance of shared respon-
sibility between consumers and brands in properly managing textile articles, promoting
sustainability, and the valorization of natural resources.

Exploring consumers’ perceptions of whether brands should compensate them for
handing over items they no longer use is relevant to understanding consumers’ perspec-
tives on the role of brands in managing discarded products, to guide corporate social
responsibility strategies [56], considering, for example, the implementation of incentive
programs or rewards to encourage consumer participation in these processes. Offering
incentives can encourage consumers to opt for more sustainable options, such as recycling
or donating, rather than simply discarding textile products, while arguably serving as recog-
nition of value, therefore galvanizing beliefs [21,22,25], which in turn will strengthen the
positive attitude towards responsible disposal in a MSC environment [41], and facilitating
the formation or validation of personal norms [25], while serving, as well, as a motivator
for the activation of those same personal norms [28]. In addition, if brands demonstrate
a commitment to compensating consumers for proper disposal, this can build consumer
trust and loyalty, with this being hugely advantageous for MSC [41]. In fact, institutional
product buyback and program convenience positively affect brand satisfaction [56].

5.5. Strengths and Limitations

It is important to underline certain limitations found within this study. Among these,
perhaps the most important is the stark heterogeneity of the sample, noticeable, especially
in its female majority, as well as the fact that the large majority of respondents were found
to reside in the North of Portugal. There is a need to validate the survey, as it was created
specifically for this study. A focused study on the validation of the survey would be
beneficial to the validity of the present article.

Along with its limitations, it would be important, as well, to mention the strengths
of this study. This study presents an inquiry into a topic of the utmost importance with
its focus on the study of the fashion consumer and their relationship with sustainable
development. The study of this population’s perspective through the lens of social psychol-
ogy is hugely beneficial and can be made to inform future inquests of social marketing to
encourage the adoption of sustainable consumer behavior more effectively in the clothing
and textiles industry. Along with the focus on an important topic, this study presents a
new tool in the form of the survey Questionnaire be@t, which, after proper adaptation and
validation, could prove beneficial for future studies.

5.6. Prospects for the Future

Data elucidated in this study offer intriguing hypotheses that hold the potential to
guide forthcoming research endeavours. Specifically, in terms of the acquisition phase,
it would be considered interesting to investigate whether a discernible correlation exists
between perceived financial considerations and the preference towards price-centric textile
purchases. Additionally, it may also be important to explore whether perceived societal
pressure for financial responsibility exerts a deleterious influence on the receptivity towards
sustainability-driven purchasing attitudes. An inquiry into this hypothesis would undoubt-
edly augment our comprehension of social in-group dynamics in sustainable behavior,
particularly within the demographic described, characterized by a conscientious concern
for the financial aspect of clothing acquisition.

Furthermore, focusing on a more comprehensive examination of the utilization prac-
tices among textile consumers is warranted. It is conceivable that a prospective hypothesis,
guided by these data under consideration, posits that consumers demonstrating self-
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sufficiency in laundering and maintenance of textile items may show a predisposition
towards more eco-friendly practices. This may manifest in a preference for outdoor drying
of clothing items or the avoidance of third-party services. Also, it would be worthwhile to
scrutinize the hypothesis that consumers” willingness to read and adhere to care labels on
textile items correlates positively with the intent to engage in sustainable laundering and
maintenance behavior.

In terms of item maintenance, one could advance the hypothesis that consumers who
express a predilection for giving alternative use to damaged textile items are more likely
to have a heightened concern for sustainability and a commitment to prolonging the life
cycles of textile products.

Finally, it is plausible to posit the hypothesis that consumers who endorse conscien-
tious disposal practices for textile items at the end of their life cycles are more inclined
to hold affirmative descriptive beliefs regarding the potential impact of recycling in mit-
igating environmental consequences, indicative of a more pronounced alignment with
sustainable values.

6. Conclusions

This study uncovers a promising trajectory towards embracing sustainable textile
consumption practices involving various stakeholders, including government, industry,
and the consumer. Through an exploration of consumers’ habits, preferences, attitudes
towards textile products, and their perception of sustainable practices in the textile sector,
this research aims to unearth the fundamental elements that can sow the seeds of positive
transformation within the fashion industry.

Our findings indicate a noticeable shift in consumers” mindset towards more sus-
tainable consumption. However, it also underscores the necessity of expanding access to
information and sustainable product options. Consumers are increasingly conscious of
the social and informational dimensions connected to textile products and seek greater
transparency and accessibility from brands. The concerns suggest a paradigm shift, with
consumers emerging as proactive agents in fostering a fairer and more sustainable economy
through purchasing decisions. As a result, companies that embrace socially responsible
practices and demonstrate transparency regarding labor policies are more likely to at-
tract and retain conscious consumers. Moreover, the fact that consumers actively seek
eco-certifications sends a clear message to the industry, signaling a growing demand for
sustainable products and encouraging continuous improvement in environmental practices
within the textile production sphere.

The results present a clear opportunity for social marketing interventions, both work-
ing to galvanize the positive attitudes consumers already hold and to strengthen the
personal norms that drive those positive attitudes. In many instances, social marketing
campaigns focused on information must be capable of providing clear and concise in-
formation to the consumer in an effort to unravel misinformed beliefs, which both lead
to biased and unsustainable personal norms and a negative attitude to certain practices.
The adoption of alternative consumption patterns such as the purchasing of second-hand
clothing, sharing of items, alternative models such as the clothing library, and the renting of
textile items are clear examples of where social marketing campaigns may help unravel the
negative attitudes shown to be held by consumers regarding these practices, both through
providing better quality information to end the perception that recycled or second-hand
products are of lesser quality or comfort and to dispel social bias held within in groups that
exclude this practice from the zeitgeist.

Finally, the results indicate that a significant number of consumers face difficulties
in understanding sustainability information provided on product labels and finding sus-
tainable textile options. These results underscore a consumer knowledge and awareness
gap, potentially obstructing the widespread adoption of sustainable practices. Considering
the marketing approach, this finding accentuates the importance of offering transparent
information and actively educating consumers about sustainable practices and their pro-
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found impact. In this pursuit, brands are pivotal in elevating consumer literacy concerning
sustainability, guiding them toward informed and mindful decisions.
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