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ABSTRACT 
In today’s society, managers are faced with the challenge of finding new ways to gain a 
competitive advantage over their competitors. Environmental sustainability, which is 
embedded in the concept of sustainability, experiences more and more importance in a world 
of decreasing resources and biosphere. Hence, environmental sustainability may serve as a 
future source of competitive advantage. For this reason, the purpose of this research was to 
investigate if environmental sustainability can serve as a source of competitive advantage in 
two of the world’s largest and most competitive industries- the food and apparel industry. 
 
In order to gain insight if environmental sustainability can serve as a source of competitive 
advantage from a consumer’s point of view, a qualitative approach was pursued. More 
specifically, two focus groups were conducted in order to investigate whether environmental 
sustainability can create a competitive advantage over rivals in the food and apparel industry 
or not. 
 
This thesis covers what customers know and associate with the term environmental 
sustainability, in general as well as in the apparel and food industry. Furthermore positively 
and negatively influencing factors in the consumers´ purchasing decisions for apparel and 
food items were examined.  
 
The main findings of this study are that the participants of the focus groups have a fair 
overall knowledge about environmental sustainability but at the same time admit that they are 
confused about sustainability and do not understand what the term really means. They mainly 
associate environmental friendly processes and social themes with environmental 
sustainability.  
 
This research showed that marketing stimuli have the most influence on the purchasing 
decision.  Especially product related attributes are decisive for a purchase in the apparel and 
food industry. 
 
The negatively influencing factors identified by this study can be divided in internal and 
external barriers. Knowledge, attitudes and beliefs serve as internal barriers. External 
barriers to environmentally sustainable consumption behavior include availability, missing 
product information and premium pricing. 
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1 Introduction   
 

This chapter provides background information on the chosen area of studies and defines 

terms used. First, the term competitive advantage is explained. Thereafter sustainability and 

the triple bottom line concept are introduced. The problem discussion is narrowing the topic 

sustainability down to the two industries chosen, the apparel and food industry, and points 

out their harmful impact on the environment. Afterwards the overall purpose of the thesis is 

explained before raising the research questions that are going to be answered in the 

following chapters. At the end a short overview of the thesis is provided.   

 

1.1 Background  

Companies that are the quickest to change, swiftest to recognize and adapt to changing 

competition, consumer demands as well as environmental and economic factors, will survive. 

("So what is competitive advantage?," 2013) Therefore, strategic managers and researcher 

have been occupied with ‘the phenomenon of persistent superior performance’ (Ma, 1999) 

and a lot of attention has been awarded to “the nature and causes of competitive advantage’ 

(Ma, 1999).  

 

Effective and efficient management of internal resources accomplishes competitive 

advantage. Tangible and intangible resources that are developed, exploited and used by 

managers in order to reach organizational objectives are functions of a company´s 

performance (Stead & Stead, 2014). A resource or capability needs to possess certain 

attributes to add to competitive advantage. It has to be valuable, non- substitutable and rare or 

socially complex (Hart, 1995). Resources with those properties are known as core 

competencies. ‘Core competencies are unique capabilities that are valuable, rare and 

difficult to imitate’ (Stead & Stead, 2014). Hence, competitive advantage can generally be 

defined as the distinction among companies along aspects of firm characteristics and 

attributes, that allows one business to generate customer value better than another one does 

(Ma, 1999). Competition is fierce in today´s business world and the ongoing globalization 

increases competition even more. As a consequence, companies need to reassess their 

competitive strategy and deliberately create, renew and maintain their competitive advantage. 

(Ma, 2004)  
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Already in the 1990s researchers noticed that sources of competitive advantages are becoming 

more limited and harder for companies to achieve (Barney, 1991). In many industries the 

accessibility of raw materials is similar. This hinders firms to use only the price or the product 

as a source of competitive advantage. Furthermore technological innovations start to limit the 

company´s ability to design new innovative systems. Where else can a company then generate 

competitive advantage? A possible solution is the creation of a sustainable organization that 

uses a sustainable strategy as a source for competitive advantage. (Markley & Davis, 2007)  

 

A survey from 2012 showed, that 90% of the 2874 responding executives said that having a 

sustainable strategy is or will become necessary for their company to stay competitive (Kiron, 

Kruschwitz, Haanaes, & Von Streng Velken, 2012). 

 

The concept of sustainability has its origin in the Report of the UN World Commission on 

Environment and Development of 1987, which is better known under the name Brundtland 

Report (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). The aim of the Commission was to create a 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 

1987, p. 8). Whereas the Brundtland report only focused on development and environment, 

today sustainability is seen in three dimensions: social, economic and environmental 

sustainability (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). The United Nations states the three dimensions 

of sustainability in its Agenda for Development as following: “Development is a 

multidimensional undertaking to achieve a higher quality of life for all people. Economic 

development, social development and environmental protection are interdependent and 

mutually reinforcing components of sustainable development. (United Nations, 1997)”  

 

The idea of sustainability consisting of three dimensions derives from Elkington’s Triple 

Bottom Line Concept (Elkington, 1994). It states that a company´s success should not only be 

measured by the traditional financial bottom line but also by social and environmental aspects 

(Markley & Davis, 2007). 
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Whereas the term economic sustainability, the ability of an economy to support a defined 

level of economic production indefinitely, is easy to understand, environmental and social 

sustainability are unknown for most people (Gimenez, Sierra, & Rodon, 2012).  Social 

sustainability is concerned with both internal communities of the company, for example the 

employees, as well as external communities (Pullman, Maloni, & Carter, 2009). It means that 

organizations “provide equitable opportunities, encourage diversity, promote connectedness 

within and outside the community, ensure the quality of life and provide democratic processes 

and accountable governance structures” (Gimenez et al., 2012, p. 150). The social 

sustainability of firms is embodied in CSR, Corporate Social Responsibility, in order to 

strengthen their social reputation (Gimenez et al., 2012).  

 

Environmental sustainability can be understood as maintaining natural capital (Goodland, 

1995) and refers to the use of energy and other resources that result in the environmental 

footprint of a company (Gimenez et al., 2012, p. 150).”  

 

In total the triple bottom line concept enhances the idea that socially and environmentally 

responsible behavior can result in a better reputation of the firm as well as financial gains 

(Gimenez et al., 2012). 
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1.2 Problem Discussion  

Currently humanity is facing some of the most severe environmental challenges that are 

caused by the unsustainable consumption behavior of mankind. The problem is not limited to 

only the consumption of luxury goods but extends to how society provides basic necessities 

such as food to their members. (Durning, 1992; European Environment Agency, 2005)  

 

Food provision has in actual fact the single largest impact on the environment (Smil, 2000). 

The food industry has demonstrated to be very unsustainable (Baldwin, 2009, p. xiii). The 

biggest share of surface water and a big proportion of energy is used for food supply 

(Vellinga & Herb, 1999). Furthermore, the food supply chain significantly impacts the 

climate change. Only the production of agricultural products accounts for 17-32% of the 

global greenhouse gas emissions (Baldwin, 2009, p. xiii). The environmental impact of the 

food industry leads to an urgent need for improvement. One of the biggest challenges for all 

nations today is to relieve the environmental pressure of the food production, since the world 

population is still growing and demanding more food in the upcoming years. There is a need 

to preserve the environment that forms the cornerstone of a successful social and economic 

development. (Aiking & Boer, 2004) Integrating environmentally sustainable food purchasing 

decisions in the everyday behavior therefore offers a possibility to reduce the currently very 

harmful impact on the environment (Moser, 2015).  

 

But not only the food industry has a harmful impact on the environment, the apparel industry 

has as well. What makes it even worse is that over the last two decades the apparel industry 

has experienced immense growth and success. Due to extremely low costs it grew to a trillion 

dollar industry and to one of the largest globally. The apparel industry relies heavily on high 

yield cotton production and hence, indirectly supports dangerous farming practices (Kang, 

Liu, & Kim, 2013). Cotton farmers use $2.6 billion worth pesticides every year (Kang et al., 

2013), which accounts for 11% of world´s pesticides consumption in one year (Goworek, 

2011). Even more shocking, 25% of world´s pesticides consumption is used on only 2.5% of 

farmed land (Kang et al., 2013). These hazardous chemical fertilizers and pesticides harm the 

environment through reduced soil fertility, loss of biodiversity, water pollution and causes 

health problems in the society due to toxics.(Edgeman, Neely, Kozlowski, Searcy, & 

Bardecki, 2015; Kang et al., 2013) 
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It has become clear, that the industry cannot continue to work in that way (Edgeman et al., 

2015) and has vast potential for improvements (Goworek, 2011). Increasing pressure on 

companies can be observed in form of regulations and stakeholder demand and in a shift from 

economic success and technological innovation to more ecologically and socially desirable 

products. But there is still little commitment on sustainable entrepreneurship within the 

apparel industry. Cost-effective production and logistics still dominate managerial decision-

making. (Plieth, Bullinger, & Hansen, 2012) Additionally, the core challenge of fast fashion 

demand, where inexpensive clothing is worn just a limited number of times, prevents 

businesses from sustainable approaches (Jung & Jin, 2014).  

 

Thereby can sustainable-oriented practices open new markets (Plieth et al., 2012). In the US 

apparel industry, for instance, the top 10 retailers control 47% of total US apparel sale. Hence, 

especially small companies need to differentiate themselves in ways large firms cannot 

achieve. (Jung & Jin, 2014) Research shows, that there is interest in sustainability among 

customers (Hill & Lee, 2012). Organic cotton is the most popular organically produced textile 

raw material and experiences increasing sales and demand (Goworek, 2011). 

 

Previous research indicates, that consumers are well aware of the global environmental issues 

linked to their consumption. They lack, however, a deeper understanding of sustainability and 

the environmental effects of the current apparel and food production. (Bhaskaran, Polonsky, 

Cary, & Fernandez, 2006; Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1997) It can also be observed, that there is 

misconceptions and skepticism regarding the concept of sustainability (Hill & Lee, 2012). 

Many consumers are unable to differentiate between sustainability and environmental 

concern, due to conflicting information about sustainability, and therefore are highly skeptical 

about sustainable products (Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1997). 
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1.3 Overall Purpose and Research Questions  

The resources our world provides are limited, which is why environmental sustainability will 

become more and more important during the years to come (Aiking & Boer, 2004). Even 

though a lot of research has already been done regarding sustainability, our thesis will provide 

another viewpoint. In previously published articles, it became obvious that consumers are 

confused by the term ‘environmental sustainability’ and ‘sustainability’ in general (Bhaskaran 

et al., 2006; Hutchins & Greenhalgh, 1997). Yet, it is essential for companies to understand 

customers’ current perception and knowledge about the topic in question in order to run 

effective and efficient marketing campaigns (Hill & Lee, 2012).  

 

The purpose of this study is to provide a start to fill the gap between consumers’ 

environmental sustainability knowledge and perception and what environmentally sustainable 

companies need to do in order to gain competitive advantage. So far there is only little 

research done in the potential of sustainability as a competitive advantage and there is even 

less in the food and apparel industry. After assessing the current knowledge and associations 

with the term environmental sustainability general factors positively influencing the 

purchasing decision are examined. RQ2 does not aim at environmentally sustainable products 

explicitly but rather at the everyday factors influencing the purchasing decision. Identifying 

the positively influencing factors first will help to understand and assess the factors hindering 

consumers to purchase environmentally sustainable products (RQ3). The results gained from 

RQ3 can then be used to provide companies with some ideas and suggestions on how to 

improve in order to gain a competitive advantage.  
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RQ1:  What do customers know and associate with the term environmental sustainability  

(a) in general 

(b) in the apparel industry 

(c) in the food industry? 

 

RQ2:  What factors positively influence consumers’ purchasing decisions of food and  

 apparel? 

 

RQ3:  What factors negatively influence consumers´ purchasing decisions of environmental 

 sustainable food and apparel? 

 

1.4 Demarcations  

In order  to  narrow  down  and  concentrate  the  scope  of  the  study,  this  thesis  focuses  

on  the environmental sustainability from a consumers’ side, more specifically the knowledge 

and associations as well as factors influencing the purchasing decision in the apparel and food 

industry.  This has been done because environmental sustainability is of great importance 

since we are living in a world with scarce resources. The food and apparel industry are 

therefore two of the world’s biggest industries which use a major proportion of the world’s 

resources. Furthermore the primary data was collected in two focus groups consisting of 

international students. One could argue that this might influence the results since different 

countries and cultures might have different opinions and viewpoints on the topic.  
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1.5 Outline of Thesis 

 

 
 

      Figure 1-1: Outline of Thesis 

 

As shown in Figure 1-1, the thesis consists of six chapters. The first chapter provides 

background information about the research area, narrows down the topic within a problem 

discussion, states the purpose of the thesis and introduces the research questions that will be 

answered. The second chapter summarizes relevant theories from previous research and states 

the frame of reference. The following chapter three describes the methodology of the thesis. 

In chapter four collected data is presented and then analyzed in chapter five. In chapter six 

findings are presented and the research questions answered. Additionally, implications for 

further research are stated and the thesis is concluded. 

 

  

Chapter 1  
Introduction  

Chapter 2 
Literature Review 

Chapter 3 
Methodology 

Chapter 4 
Data Presentation 

Chapter 5 
Data Analysis 

Chapter 6 
Findings and Conclusion  
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2 Literature Review 
 

In this chapter several different studies regarding environmental sustainability and 

consumers’ knowledge are presented before continuing with general theory about the 

purchase decision making. This is supplemented by studies regarding purchasing decisions of 

environmentally sustainable products within the food and apparel industry. Thereafter the 

most relevant studies and theories are summarized and combined in the conceptual 

framework which will help to answer the research questions. 

 

2.1 Definition of environmental sustainability 

The fundamental definition of environmental sustainability is the result of an input-output 

rule that Goodland and Daly describe as follows: 

 

“Output Rule:  Waste emission from a project should be within the assimilative capacity of the 

local environment to absorb without unacceptable degradation of its future waste-absorptive 

capacity or other important services. 

 

Input Rule: (a) Renewables: harvest rates of renewable-resource-inputs should be within the 

regenerative capacity of the natural system that generated them. (b) Non-renewables: 

depletion rates of non-renewable-resource inputs should be equal to the rate at which 

renewable substitutes are developed by human invention and investment. Part of the proceeds 

from liquidation non-renewables should be allocated to research in pursuit of sustainable 

substitutes” (Goodland & Daly, 1996, p. 1008). 

 

Following this definition environmental sustainability “is a set of constraints on the four 

major activities regulating the scale of human economic subsystem: the use of renewable and 

nonrenewable resources on the source side, and pollution and waste assimilation on the sink 

side” (Goodland, 1995, p. 10). 

 

Therefore environmental sustainability is often associated with the reduction of waste, 

pollution and emission as well as the efficient use of energy. Furthermore it aims at a reduced 

consumption of materials that are hazardous, harmful or toxic. (Gimenez et al., 2012, p. 150)  
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2.2 Consumers´ knowledge of environmental sustainability 

A key factor that influences all phases of the consumer decision-making process is consumer 

knowledge. Consumer knowledge consists of two dimensions - familiarity and product 

knowledge. Familiarity refers to the experiences a customer makes through his or her 

consumption, whereas the later one refers to the sum of product information, functions and 

features an individual consumers has in his mind. (Kang et al., 2013) 

 

Research shows that specific knowledge about, and familiarity with sustainability and its 

elements is low (Jin Gam, 2011). This might be due to the operationalizing of sustainability as 

a one-dimensional concept (Simpson & Radford, 2012).  Research further indicates, that 

consumers merely have a broad awareness about environmental issues (Hill & Lee, 2012). 

Knowledge and awareness, however, build the base for consumers to be able to understand 

the impact of sustainability (Craig & Allen, 2013). Kang, Liu and Kim (2013) have 

determined that environmental knowledge is associated with developing an attitude as well as 

behavioral patterns that reflect concern for the environment. Meaning, the more consumers 

feel that they can do something for the environment, the more they consider the impact of 

their behavior and purchases (Kang et al., 2013).  Therefore, consumers with more 

environmental knowledge express greater environmental concern than those with less 

knowledge. 
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Figure 2-1 depicts aspects consumers identify as and associate with environmental 

sustainability (Kagawa, 2007; Simpson & Radford, 2012). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2-1: Consumers' association of environmental sustainability 
Source: Derived from Kagawa (2007), Simpson & Radford (2012) 
 

This shows, that environmental sustainability is not a distinct concept to consumers (Hill 

& Lee, 2012) and that they cannot distinguish between sustainability and environmental 

concern (Jin Gam, 2011; Kagawa, 2007) . Environmental concern can be defined as the 

possession of an overall concern regarding the ecosphere or as a concern of the degradation of 

the ecosphere caused by human beings (Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009). 

 

The lack of knowledge acts as a barrier to sustainable purchasing (Jin Gam, 2011) but despite 

consumes’ lack of knowledge, there is a high level of interest in the concept (Jung & Jin, 

2014). Consumers are also aware of their lack of knowledge and desire more information (Jin 

Gam, 2011). 

 

  

Environmental	  
sustainability	  Biodiversity 

Alternative/ 
clean energy 

Conservation 

Environmental/ 
eco-friendly 

Organic food 

Permaculture 

Recycling 
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2.3 Consumers’ perceptions of environmental sustainability in general 

When consumers are asked what they perceive as environmental sustainability or as 

sustainability in general their answers mostly include environmental issues, future and 

considerations of long-term effects and social and economic themes (most to least order) (Hill 

& Lee, 2012; Simpson & Radford, 2012).  

 

What most people associate with sustainability are environmentally friendly ideas and 

practices with an emphasis on action rather than concern. With future and considerations of 

long-term effects, consumers mean conservation and preservation. They mention the need to 

protect resources and landscapes for the future, e.g. resource conservation or pollution 

prevention. (Hill & Lee, 2012) Long product life is one example for social and economic 

themes as durable, long lasting products create value for both the consumer and the company 

(Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009; Simpson & Radford, 2012). Besides, creating durable and long 

lasting products does contribute to efforts of sustainability by preventing direct replacement 

of products (Hiller Connell, 2010). 
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2.4 Consumer´s perceptions and knowledge of environmental 

sustainability in apparel industry 

 

Within the apparel industry similar emerging themes than those of general sustainability can 

be observed (Hill & Lee, 2012). Perceptions of sustainability within the apparel industry 

include long- lasting products (Hiller Connell, 2011), practices and products that benefit the 

future economic position of the business and concern of the environment (Hill & Lee, 2012).  

 

As with sustainability in general, consumers, even those who are environmentally conscious 

(Hiller Connell, 2010), have a low level of knowledge concerning environmental effects of 

apparel production and selling (Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014; Jin Gam, 2011). Additionally, 

consumers lack understanding regarding how apparel production, distribution and 

consumption affects the environment (Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014). Within the apparel 

industry knowledge and awareness of environmental consequences of clothing and textile 

products is even less than with other products such as gasoline or soft drink bottles (Hiller 

Connell & Kozar, 2014).   

 

Self-expressed definitions of sustainability in the apparel industry include organic material 

use, recycling and greening production processes (Hill & Lee, 2012). This exemplifies again, 

that consumers cannot distinguish environmental concern and sustainability (Kagawa, 2007).   

 

Consumers do however, exhibit greater concern about our current consumption levels. They 

consider production processes, value sustainability as a product attribute and demand more 

genuinely sustainable products (Simpson & Radford, 2012).  Additionally, they believe that it 

is the responsibility of governments, industries, and individuals to protect the environment by 

engaging in practices and behaviors that improve the natural environment (Hiller Connell 

& Kozar, 2014). 
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2.5 Consumer´s perceptions and knowledge of environmental 

sustainability in food industry 

 

Past studies came to the conclusion that the term “environmental sustainability” confuses 

customers. According to Bhaskaran et al. (2006) the terms “green”, “environmentally 

sustainable” and “eco-friendly” were seen as a description for different farming, production 

and processing methods. According to their findings environmental sustainability was 

associated with a long-term environmental footprint that includes the management of 

desalination and soil degradation as well as the management of water and air pollution, 

chemical residue and impact on bio-diversity. Their respondents also claimed that the term 

“environmental sustainability” is very vague and conveys little about the productions of the 

product. They believe that environmentally sustainable productions systems are not subjected 

to accreditation, quality assurance or legislative controls. Furthermore their study showed that 

the terms “environmentally sustainable” and “eco-friendly” are perceived as subcategories of 

organic production. (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 

 

All in all perception of environmentally sustainable food in general is quite positive. It is 

associated with health benefits and a better taste as well as being beneficial for the 

environment and animal welfare. Some customers still remain skeptical towards sustainable 

food due to a lack of trust in the certification and labeling schemes. Furthermore the higher 

price compared to conventional food is perceived as a downside of sustainable food. (Meyer-

Höfer, von der Wense, & Spiller, 2015) 
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2.6  Factors positively influencing consumers’ buying decision of food and 

apparel products 

 

Within the fields of home economics and consumer science, a lot of research has been 

dedicated to find out what drives consumer demand within the food and apparel industry 

(Fadiga, Misra, & Ramirez, 2005; Moser, 2015; Seifi, Zulkifli, Yusuff, & Sullaiman, 2012). 

Before, however, the actual factors that drive consumers´ purchasing decisions in the food 

and apparel industry are presented, it is necessary to understand what factors can determine 

consumers’ purchasing behavior in general. 

 
2.6.1 The Model of Consumer Behavior 

In order to understand why customers purchase sustainable products it is necessary to first 

analyze the factors influencing consumer buyer behavior. Kotler and Armstrong (2013) define 

consumer buyer behavior in their book “The Principles of Marketing” as “the buying behavior 

of final consumers – individuals and households that buy goods and services for personal 

consumption”. (Kotler & Armstrong, 2013, p. 158). The basic model of buyer behavior 

suggests that the environment, consisting of marketing stimuli (product, price, place and 

promotion) and other stimuli like economic, technological, social and cultural stimuli enter 

the consumer´s “black box” and provokes a reaction. The reaction in the “black box” is 

influenced by the characteristics of the buyer. (Kotler & Armstrong, 2013, p. 159) Figure 2-2 

shows the described model of buyer behavior.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Buyers Response 

 

- Buying attitudes and 
preferences 

- Purchase Behavior: what 
the buyer buys, when, 
where, and how much 

- Brand and company 
relationship behavior 

The Environment  
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Place 
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Buyer´s Black Box 

 

Buyer´s Characteristics 

Buyer´s Decision 

Process 

Figure 2-2: Model of Buyer Behavior 
Source: Derived from Kotler & Armstrong (2013, p. 159) 
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Other stimuli of the environment such as economic, technological, social and cultural stimuli 

can be neglected by this study since it can be assumed that the individuals examined by this 

research face similar situations. The main focus of this study lays on the marketing stimuli  

which have be identified as being most influential when it comes to the purchasing decision. 

This choice can be confirmed by previous research done in the field of food and apparel 

purchase decisions (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Fadiga et al., 2005; Hiller Connell, 2010; 

Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009; Laroche, Bergeron, & Barbaro‐Forleo, 2001; Meyer-Höfer et 

al., 2015; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006; Wier & Calverley, 2002). Especially the marketing 

stimuli product and price were broadly discussed in previous literature which is why the main 

focus is put on these to marketing stimuli (Bjorner, Hansen, & Russell, 2002; Carrigan 

& Attalla, 2001; Ellis, McCracken, & Skuza, 2012; Fadiga et al., 2005; Hustvedt & Dickson, 

2009; Laroche et al., 2001; Meyer-Höfer et al., 2015; Wier & Calverley, 2002). 

 

2.6.2 Marketing Stimuli  

Product 

The product itself is a decisive factor why buyers choose to purchase sustainable products. 

Thereby the quality of the product has a big influence on the purchasing decision. (Ellis et al., 

2012).   

 
For example when looking at apparel retailing the market shares for items containing 100% 

percent of cotton blend are higher than similar products with lower cotton blend indicating 

that the fiber content is a decisive variable for quality (Fadiga et al., 2005). Further, it has 

been determined that fit as well as touch and feel are relevant attributes regarding quality and 

overall buying decision in apparel retailing (Ellis et al., 2012). Another attribute of the 

product influencing the purchasing decision is if it is perceived as trendy. People, especially 

younger generations, feel strongly about wearing the “right” clothes and brands which 

exemplifies the importance for companies to keep up with fashion trends and establish a 

positive brand image (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Ellis et al., 2012; Fadiga et al., 2005) One 

factor consumers of organic cotton found important was improving their own health or the 

health of their family (Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009). This is very interesting, since health 

related claims about products is more common with food, rather than apparel (Hustvedt 

& Dickson, 2009).  
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The health aspect also plays a vital role in food retailing. Sustainable food is seen as being 

more healthy (Meyer-Höfer et al., 2015) which is the primary reason why customers buy 

environmentally friendly food (Wier & Calverley, 2002). Furthermore the food is associated 

with having a better taste and a better quality. It seems like that the main reasons for 

customers to buy environmental friendly food are product-specific characteristics which 

provide a direct benefit to the buyer rather than production-process-specific characteristics 

which provide indirect benefits. (Wier & Calverley, 2002) Additionally some customers pay 

attention to ecological packaging and the place of production of certain products, which 

represents a sales argument for them. (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006) 

 
Price 

The price is another factor influencing the buyer´s purchasing decision. In fact, some 

consumers are willing to pay more for products that focus on attributes such as fair trade, fair 

labor and production impacts on the environment (Ellis et al., 2012).  

 
Some consumers claim that if they could financially afford it they would discriminate against 

unethical companies and are willing to pay the premium for a good quality product that was 

produced more responsible. When it was pointed out by Carrigan and Attala (2001) that Nike 

and the Gap had been widely exposed on media for poor ethics, consumers admitted that in 

case of these products the negative publicity had no impact on their purchasing behavior. This 

suggests, that unethical or irresponsible behavior has no impact on buying intensions. (ibid.) 

 

Price promotion affects consumers’ behavior not only on the price level but also on the brand 

level. Thus, consumers may either switch to a more expensive brand within the same category 

of apparel or stock the same garment types by increasing their buying frequency. (Fadiga et 

al., 2005)  

 

In the food market customers only accept to pay a premium price for their food when they 

believe that the overall environmental benefit outweighs the costs of the product (Laroche et 

al., 2001). This means that companies have to implement environmentally sustainable 

production and marketing regimes throughout the whole supply and value chain in order to 

make consumers trust in their products and pay the price premium. (Bjorner et al., 2002) 
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Promotion 

Promotion is a marketing stimuli which can highly boost sales. Unfortunately promotion is 

rather low for environmentally sustainable products, which may account for the low market 

share of sustainable products. (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006) In an expanded sense the image of 

a company can be seen as another promotional element. Previous research shows, that the 

majority of consumers does not care how well a company behaves. The environmental or 

social responsibility record of a company does not influence purchasing behavior in the 

apparel industry. (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001) This seems to be different for the food market. 

According to Bhaskaran et al. (2006) consumers in the food industry observe a company´s 

environmental responsible behavior and base their purchasing decision on that. (Bhaskaran et 

al., 2006) Albeit, it is striking that consumers state that their purchasing behaviors would be 

affected, if a great deal of publicity were given to a company’s bad, irresponsible or unethical 

behavior. Consumers think that media is a powerful information source regarding ethical 

issues and believe that media exposure influences their buying intentions. (Carrigan 

& Attalla, 2001).  

 

Place 

The marketing stimuli place also acts as an influencing factor when it comes to purchasing 

decisions. Everyday consumption of products, e.g. food, is highly driven by convenience and 

habit. Therefore the products must be available at a convenient place. (Vermeir & Verbeke, 

2006) 
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2.7 Factors negatively influencing consumers’ buying decision of 

environmentally sustainable food and apparel 

 

Despite the fact that individuals perceive environmental issues as serious, pro-environmental 

attitudes do not translate into pro-environmental behavior on a consistent basis. This indicates 

the presence of barriers constraining pro-environmental behavior. (Hustvedt & Dickson, 

2009) 

 

Barriers can be differentiated into internal and external factors. Internal factors are unique to 

the individual and consist for example of personal attitudes, beliefs and knowledge. 

External factors on the other hand, are macro-level forces that are usually out of the 

individual’s control. (Stern & Oskamp, 1987) 

 

In the following paragraphs knowledge of and attitudes towards environmentally sustainable 

apparel and food that act as an internal barrier to purchase will be examined.  Thereafter the 

external barriers to purchase will be studied.  

 
2.7.1 Internal barriers 

Knowledge  

Knowledge is a factor that determines eco-conscious consumer behavior (Hustvedt 

& Dickson, 2009). Especially in the apparel industry consumers’ knowledge is very limited 

(Jin Gam, 2011). This implies that consumers are unaware of the range of environmentally 

preferable clothing and the sources obtainable to them (Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014). 

Hence, consumers have no knowledge about further environmentally preferable fibers and 

sources apart from hemp and organic cotton. This means that consumers are unaware of the 

relationship between environmental issues, apparel production and consumption. 

Consequently, they are unable to compare the ecological footprints of fibers and/or 

companies. (Hiller Connell, 2010) This limited knowledge and awareness acts as a constrain 

in engaging in eco-conscious apparel acquisition and consumers who lack that knowledge 

have to rely on mainstream companies to fulfill their needs (Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009). 
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In food retailing knowledge also acts as a barrier to purchase. Most consumers are unable to 

differentiate between the benefits of products labeled as “green”, “environmentally 

sustainable” or “eco-friendly”. The consumers seem to be confused and unsure about the 

meaning of each term. (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) At the same time they are only willing to pay 

a higher price for food when they understand the product and think that the environmental 

benefits of the product outweighs the costs of the purchases. Therefore the consumer 

knowledge about sustainable food must be increased and more precise information about the 

products is needed. (Laroche et al., 2001).  

 

Attitudes 

Another internal barrier to buying environmentally sustainable products are the attitudes of 

the customers towards these products.  

 

When thinking about environmentally sustainable clothing customers often have a negative 

attitude towards it.  Environmentally preferable apparel is perceived as not being fashionable 

enough to increase consumers’ personal image (Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014). It is too loose 

or baggy, does not feel good on the skin, has a hippy image and is too counterculture in style 

compared to mainstream apparel (Hiller Connell, 2010).  

 

Even though the attitudes towards sustainable food are a lot different they also act as an 

internal barrier to purchase. Some customers feel like their friends or family would not 

acknowledge the purchase of sustainable products which is why they choose not to purchase 

them. (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006) Another point is, that consumers are lacking confidence. 

They do not trust the accreditation system by which sustainable food is labeled. Furthermore, 

a study by Bhaskaran et al. (2006) indicates that some customers feel like environmentally 

sustainable food does not offer them any special benefits or value. (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 

 

Apart from that there is a discrepancy between consumers’ attitudes and purchasing behavior. 

Consumers mostly make buying decisions based on other factors that outweigh ethical, 

environmental or sustainable considerations (Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014).  

Carrigan and Attala (2001) concluded that it appears that if consumers could really make a 

difference and move companies to act more responsible they would make more ethical 

choices. But in order to do so, consumers would require sufficient information about the 

ethical and sustainable record of a company. 
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2.7.2 External barriers 

Availability of the product and product-related information 

 

Apart from the internal barriers to purchase there are external barriers as well. One factor that 

acts as a very strong barrier is the availability of sustainable products.  

 

Many consumers find it difficult to locate organic clothing in general, since only very few 

mainstream clothing retailers keep sustainable apparel in their merchandise assortment (Hiller 

Connell, 2011). Once consumers found a clothing retailers having sustainable clothing in 

stock it is challenging to find clothing which also has desirable attributes and characteristics 

such as being stylish, well fitting, work-appropriate and having the right color (Hiller 

Connell, 2010; Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014). Because of the casual style of environmentally 

preferable apparel and the limited availability of environmentally preferable business wear, 

consumers see societal norms as a further constraint in purchasing environmentally conscious 

apparel (Hiller Connell, 2010; Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014). The availability of information 

at the right time also acts as a barrier to purchase. According to Hiller Connell (2011), the 

sales personal at the shop is sometimes unable to provide the customer with sustainable-

related product information which than acts as a constraint to consumer’s environmentally 

sustainable consumption. (Hiller Connell, 2011) 

 

Even though the problem or availability is not as serve in the food industry as in the apparel 

industry it still acts as a barrier. Some customers expect that they have to go to a specialized 

shop in order to find these products. Even though this might not be true anymore this image is 

difficult to change. Therefore the availability of the sustainable products still acts as a barrier 

to purchase. (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006) 
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Price 

 

The price is the second major external barrier to purchase environmentally sustainable 

products.  

 

There are consumes who are willing to purchase, for example clothing made from recycled 

fibers (Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014) but higher prices make those products unaffordable to 

many consumers and hence, the price is often an external barrier to their purchasing behavior 

(Hiller Connell, 2010, 2011). 

 
In food retailing customers stated that they will only pay a higher price for food when they 

think that the environmental benefits of the sustainable product outweighs the costs of the 

purchases (Laroche et al., 2001).  This shows an external barrier since some customers do not 

feel like environmentally sustainable products offer any special benefits to them (Bhaskaran 

et al., 2006). One possible approach to communicate the benefits of sustainable food and to 

deliver product related information would be by labeling. Some costumers seem to reject this 

idea because they are afraid that by incorporating accredited symbols in the packaging of 

these products it would only increase the price and therefore lower demand for sustainable 

food. (Bhaskaran et al., 2006)  
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2.8 Conceptual Framework 

According to Miles & Huberman (1994) the purpose of the conceptual framework is to 

present, either graphically or narrative, the main areas that are going to be studied. The 

conceptualization of literature allows collecting data and helps answering the research 

questions. Henceforth, the conceptual framework is presented. (Miles & Huberman, 1994) 

 
2.8.1 Environmental sustainability 

In this thesis the concept of environmental sustainability is derived from the studies of 

Goodland (1995) and Goodland & Daily (1996). Both studies provide a precise definition of 

environmentally sustainability and cover important aspects within this area.  

 

Goodland (1995) 

• Environmental sustainability can be understood as the “maintenance of natural capital”  

• Environmental sustainability “is a set of constraints on the four major activities regulating 

the scale of human economic subsystem: the use of renewable and nonrenewable 

resources on the source side, and pollution and waste assimilation on the sink side.” 

 

The fundamental definition of environmental sustainability, which we rely on, is described by 

Goodland & Daily (1996, p.1008) as an input-output rule and conceptualized in Figure 2-4 

 

• “Input Rule: (a) Renewables: harvest rates of renewable-resource-inputs should be within 

the regenerative capacity of the natural system that generated them. (b) Non-renewables: 

depletion rates of non-renewable-resource inputs should be equal to the rate at which 

renewable substitutes are developed by human invention and investment” (ibid.) 

 

• “Output Rule: Waste emission from a project should be within the assimilative capacity of 

the local environment to absorb without unacceptable degradation of its future waste-

absorptive capacity or other important services” (ibid.)  
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Figure 2-3: Definition of Environmental Sustainability 
Source: Derived from Goodland (1995), Goodland & Daily (1996) 

 

 

 

2.8.2 Consumer Knowledge, Perceptions and Associations 

RQ1: What do customers know and associate with the term environmental sustainability  

(a) in general 

(b) in the apparel industry 

(c) in the food industry? 

 

In order to answer the first research question this study relies on theory from Kang et al. 

(2013), Hill & Lee (2012) and Bhaskaran et al. (2006) Those studies investigate the role of 

consumer knowledge, perception and association in environmentally sustainable apparel and 

food consumption.  
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Environmental knowledge is part of a cycle and has great influence on various factors 

depicted in Figure 2-5. Additionally this cause and effect cycle is also important to find 

answers and come to conclusions regarding RQ2 and RQ3. 

 

• Environmental knowledge is associated with developing attitudes and behavioral 

patterns that reflect concern for the environment (Bhaskaran et al., 2006; Kang et al., 

2013) 

• Consumers with greater environmental knowledge tend to show greater environmental 

concern (ibid.) 

• Increased concern for the environment has an impact on consumer’s purchasing 

behavior (Kang et al., 2013) 

• Product knowledge influences purchasing decisions (ibid.) 

• Consumers who have more environmental knowledge show grater effort in solving 

environmental problems than those with less (ibid.) 

• Greater effort in solving environmental problems leads to more knowledge about 

environmental issues (ibid.) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2-4: Environmental Knowledge Cycle 
Source: Derived from Kang et al. (2013) and Bhaskaran et. al. (2006) 
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Bhaskaran et al. (2006) and Hill & Lee (2012) best describe what perceptions and 

associations young adults have with the term environmental sustainability. Their results are 

presented in Table 2-1 
 

Table 2-1: Perceptions and associations of environmental sustainability 
 

Environmentally friendly ideas & practices 
 

 

- Action rather than concern 

- Organic material use 

- Recycling 

- Greening production process 

- Environmental footprint 
 

 

Social & economic themes 
 

 

- Long product life and durable products 

- Benefit future economic position of business 
 

 

Future & consideration of long-term effects 
 

 

- Conservation and preservation of resources and landscapes 

- Management of soil degradation 

- Impact on bio-diversity 

- Water & air pollution 

- Chemical residue 
 

 
Source: Derived from Hill & Lee (2012) and Bhaskaran et. al. (2006) 
 

Additionally, research concluded that environmental sustainability is confusing and very 

vague for consumers. Young adults lack specific knowledge of this concept and sustainability 

in general. (Bhaskaran et al., 2006; Hill & Lee, 2012; Kang et al., 2013) 
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2.8.3 Factors positively influencing consumers’ purchasing decisions of food and 

apparel 

 

RQ2: What factors positively influence consumers’ purchasing decisions of food and 
 apparel? 
 
Figure 2-6 uses the previously introduced model of buyer behavior shown in Figure 2-2 as a 

basis and highlights the marketing stimuli.  

 

 
 
Figure 2-5: Marketing stimuli influencing buying decisions 

Source: Derived from Carrigan & Attalla (2001), Ellis et al. (2012), Fadiga et al. (2005), Hiller Connell 
(2011), Kotler & Armstrong (2013), Laroche et al. (2001), Vermeir & Verbeke (2006) and Wier 
& Calverley (2002) 
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The marketing stimuli are turned into a set of responses by the buyer that then potentially lead 

to a purchasing decision. The stimuli can be divided into price, product, place and promotion. 

(Kotler & Armstrong 2013, p. 159) Previous researcher who investigated the purchasing 

decisions within the apparel and food industry identified the availability as a place related 

factor which boosts the purchase of the product (Hiller Connell, 2011; Vermeir & Verbeke, 

2006). The price is another important factor that is decisive for the purchasing decision. Only 

if it is perceived as fair customers will purchase the product (Laroche et al., 2001). The 

product itself might be the most influencing argument to purchase a certain product. Thereby 

previous researcher identified quality (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Wier & Calverley, 2002), 

value (Ellis et al., 2012) and benefit (Ellis et al., 2012) as being the most important attributes. 

Promotion also plays a role in the purchasing decision (Kotler & Armstrong, 2013, p. 159). In 

a broader sense the image of a brand or product and trend can be seen as part of the promotion 

because if positive if promotes the product and acts as an argument to purchase (Carrigan 

& Attalla, 2001; Ellis et al., 2012; Fadiga et al., 2005).   

 

2.8.4 Internal and External Barriers 

RQ3: What factors negatively influence consumers´ purchasing decisions of 

 environmentally sustainable food and apparel? 

 

Since pro-environmental attitudes do not translate into pro-environmental behavior this 

indicates the presence of barriers (Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009). 

Therefore, for the third research question theory from Stern and Oskamp (1987) who 

introduced internal and external barriers is used.  

 

Internal barriers are factors that are unique to the individual and consist of personal attitude, 

belief and knowledge. External barriers are macro-level factors and are out of the individual’s 

control. 
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Various researches investigated barriers regarding environmentally sustainable food and 

apparel consumption. The results of these studies are summarized in Table 2-2. 
 

Table 2-2: Internal & External Barriers 
 

Internal Barriers 
 

 

External Barriers 
 

 

- Knowledge 

- Attitudes and Beliefs 

 

 

- Availability 

- Product Information 

- Time and Effort 

- Price 
 

 

Source: Derived from Bhaskaran et al. (2006), Hiller Connell (2010, 2011), Hiller Connell & Kozar (2014), 
Kotler & Armstrong (2013, p. 159), Laroche et al. (2001) and Vermeir & Verbeke (2006) 

 

As mentioned earlier, limited knowledge as well as negative attitudes or believes can manifest 

as strong internal barriers. But likewise can external barriers. Missing supply of 

environmentally sustainable apparel and food products or missing product information 

regarding ingredients, manufacturing processes, product benefits etc. as well as values, 

additional time and effort required to fulfill needs and premium pricing serve as external 

barriers.   
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3 Methodology 
 

This chapter presents the research methods used in order to answer the research questions 

raised in chapter 1. The research purpose, research approach and research strategy will be 

explained before continuing with a description of the data collection, sample selection and 

data analysis. At the end of this chapter the validity and reliability of the research will be 

discussed.  

 

Figure 3-1 shows the methodological path that this thesis follows. It consists of six different 

steps which will be explained in detail later this chapter. During all steps the validity and 

reliability of the research have to be assured and checked.  

 

 
 

   Figure 3-1: The methodological path  
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3.1 Research Purpose 

According to Marshall & Rossman (1995) there are three types of research purposes, which 

are described in Table 3-1. The data collection methods are determined by the decision of the 

overall as well as the research strategy (Malhotra, 2007). 
 

Table 3-1: Types of Research Purposes 
 

Exploratory 
 

 

Explanatory/Causal 
 

Descriptive 

 

- To investigate little 
understood phenomena 
 

- To generate hypotheses 
for further research  
 

- To identify/discover 
important variables 

 

 

- To explain the forces 
causing the 
phenomenon  
 

- To identify plausible 
casual networks 
shaping the 
phenomenon 
 

 

- To document the 
phenomenon 

 

Source: Adapted from Marshall & Rossman (1995); Malhotra (2007) 

Exploratory 

The goal of an exploratory study is to investigate something through a situation or problem in 

order to gain a better understanding a phenomenon (Malhotra, 2007). Exploratory studies use 

case and field studies and the techniques of in depth interviews and participant observations 

(Marshall & Rossman, 1995). 

 

Explanatory/Causal 

Like the exploratory study, an explanatory or causal study uses case and field studies and the 

techniques of participant observations and in depth interviews to explain the causes of a 

phenomenon. Additionally, document analysis and survey questionnaires can be used as well 

to achieve this goal. (Marshall & Rossman, 1995) 

 

Descriptive 

Descriptive studies collect data through surveys, panels, secondary data or observations. The 

studies aim is to describe something such as a market research function or characteristic. 

According to Malhotra (2007), there are two types of descriptive studies. A cross-sectional 

design is the most common method of descriptive studies. Here data is collected only once 

from the participants. Longitudinal design, however, measures continually the same variables 

of a fixed sample group of population elements. (Malhotra, 2007) 
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The main research presented in this thesis is descriptive. With the help of previous research 

and articles the customer knowledge and associations about environmental sustainability is 

described in general as well as in the food and apparel industry. Furthermore positively and 

negatively influencing factors of buying decisions are described with the help of previous 

literature. This thesis is also exploratory in parts. By conducting a focus group new insights in 

the consumer knowledge and associations about environmental sustainability, as well as 

positively and negatively influencing factors for the purchase decision are gained. (Burns & 

Bush, 2014, pp. 100–104) 

 

3.2 Research Approach 

The research approach can be either qualitative or quantitative.  Qualitative research is 

defined by Zirkmund & Babin (2009)  as:  

 

“Research that addresses marketing objectives through techniques that allow the 

researcher to provide elaborate interpretations of market phenomena without 

depending on numeric measurements; its focus is on discovering true inner meaning 

and new insights” (Zirkmund & Babin, 2009, p. 84). 

 

Quantitative research on the other hand is defined as: 

 

“Research that addresses research objectives through empirical assessments that 

involve numerical measurement and analysis” (Zirkmund & Babin, 2009, p. 84). 

 

For this research qualitative research is chosen. In the field of customer perception it is 

important to get a deeper understanding of the underlying reasons. “What do customers really 

associate with the term environmental sustainability?” Asking and analyzing the thoughts of 

individuals provide the best answers to these questions. Additionally, in this case qualitative 

research is the more appropriate approach to find out what really drives consumer demand 

and what factors negatively influence consumers’ environmentally sustainable purchasing 

decisions of food and apparel. Furthermore, since there is little research done in this area new 

insights and new ideas can be obtained by focusing on qualitative research. (Burns & Bush, 

2014, pp. 146–148) 
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3.3 Research Strategy 

There are different ways in collecting primary data as described by Kotler & Keller (2009). A 

short description of each option is presented in Table 3.2. 
 

Table 3-2: Research Strategy Options 
 

Research strategy 
 

 

Description 

 

Experimental research 
 

- Explore cause and effect relationships 
- Most scientific valid research 
- Done by elimination of competing explanations of observed 

findings 
 

 

Survey research 
 

- Usually large size of collected data 
- Allows researcher to learn about: 
Ø Knowledge 
Ø Beliefs 
Ø Preferences 
Ø Satisfaction of people 

 
 

Observational research 
 

- Data is collected through observation of relevant settings and 
people 
 

 

Behavioral data 
 

- Data such as online purchasing records, customer databases 
etc. show behavior of consumers 

- Investigation of this data enables a better understanding of 
consumer’s preferences 
 

 

Focus group research 
 

- Gathering of people according to various criteria 
- People are brought together to discuss the researcher’s topics 

of interest 
 

 

Source: Derived from Kotler & Keller (2009) 

 

For this thesis it is most appropriate to gather primary data by conducting focus groups. By 

this measure it is possible to exploit the advantages of focus groups, presented in Table 3-2, 

and to obtain the information necessary for this field of research.  
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A focus group can be defined as  

 

“A group interview - centered around a specific topic (“focus”) and facilitated and 

coordinated by a moderator or facilitator - which seeks to generate primarily 

qualitative data, by capitalizing on the interaction that occurs within the group setting” 

(Sim, 1998). 

 

The purpose of a focus group is to explore and clarify people´s views and opinions in ways 

that would not be as easily accessible in a one to one interview. Since in case, group dynamics 

work well participants can take the researcher in areas no thought has been given to before. 

(ibid.) 

 

Usually, focus groups consist of 8-12 participants, but smaller groups of 4-6 people can be 

used as well. The moderator, who is often assisted by a co-moderator, leads the discussion 

and coordinates the group. (ibid.)  
 

Table 3-3: Advantage of Focus Groups 
 

Advantages of Focus Groups 
 

- Economical way of gathering views of a number of people 

- Provide information on "dynamics" of attitudes and opinions 

- Greater spontaneity in expressing views and opinions than in other data collection models 

- Focus groups provide a "safe" forum for expressing views and opinions 

- Participants feel supported and empowered through group membership 
 

 

Source: Derived from (Sim, 1998) 
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3.4 Data Collection 

Data collection can be done either through collecting primary or secondary data. Depending 

on the kind of research the researcher intends to do, it is important to consider these two 

options in the research process. Primary data collection describes the process of collecting 

data by a researcher’s own actions, by establishing his or her own sources for a specific 

purpose. Secondary data collection, on the other hand, is the process of using data from 

already existing sources. (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill) 

 

In this thesis, research is based on collecting primary data. Data can be collected through 

various methods such as questionnaires, interview, observations, case studies and focus 

groups (Zirkmund & Babin, 2009). As described in the previous section, focus groups were 

used to collect primary data.  

 
Collecting data from focus groups is a challenging, sensitive and complex process because of 

the four following main reasons: 

1. The coordination of the group and data collection should not interfere with each other. 

(Sim, 1998) 

2. It is important to not only collect what participants say, but also how they interact with 

each other. (ibid.) 

3. Quotations need to be attributed preciously to each participant. (ibid.) 

4. The data recording method should not itself have any reactive effect on group 

participants.(ibid.) 

 

After explaining the general theory of moderating a focus group and recording the data the 

actual procedure of the two focus groups held is describes under the heading “Procedure of 

the focus groups”.  
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3.4.1 Moderating the focus group 

Because of the aforementioned challenges, the role of the moderator is pivotal to the quality 

of the collected data. The verbal and non-verbal cues and behaviors of the moderator as well 

as his or her personality, social identity and interpersonal skills are crucial hence those 

influence tremendously the process of interaction within the focus group. (Sim, 1998) 

 

The role of a moderator is a very difficult to fulfill, especially in striking the right balance 

between an active and passive role. On the one hand, the moderator needs to generate interest 

and rapport in the discussion about the researched topic. On the other hand however, he must 

be careful not to lead the group in reinforcing existing expectations or confirm prior 

hypothesis. Hence, an impression as expert about the topic is ill advised.  The moderator 

needs to create the impression that he or she is there for the participants of the focus group 

rather than vice versa. He or she must be sufficiently involved in the discussion in order to act 

as a facilitator but only so much, that the moderator does not inhibit discussion or build up 

bias. (ibid.) 

 

Further, it is the moderator’s job to ensure, as far as possible, that communication takes places 

among members of the focus group, not between the members and him or herself. (ibid.) 

 

3.4.2  Recording data 

Another important consideration is the data-collection process. Generally tape-recording is 

recommended. This has the advantage that the moderator can completely engage in the group. 

Some participants, however, are not comfortable with tape-recording, which should be 

appreciated by the moderator. In this case, employing written notes is the best alternative. 

(ibid.) 

 

Even if the focus group is taped it is still recommended to take written notes. This protects 

against technical failures and, more importantly, it is possible to observe and record non-

verbal interaction of participants and link those to the verbal information provided by the 

participants. (ibid.)  

 

Written notes should be better taken by the co-moderator in order for the moderator to focus 

on the group and the discussion. (ibid.) 
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3.4.3 Procedure of the focus groups  

For this study two focus groups were conducted. One took place on the 28th of April and 

covered the topic “apparel”, whereas the “food” focus group was help on the 4th of May. One 

moderator who asked the initial questions and directed the discussion throughout the session 

led both groups. The assistant whose main role it was to make notes on the participants 

answers was supporting him. In order to make a clear differentiation in the participants’ 

answers regarding sustainability the focus groups were divided in one that was only about 

apparel and one that was only about food. Through this it could be assured that the aspects 

mentioned during the session only belong to one specific industry, which is vital for the later 

analysis of the data.  

 

After a short introduction of the focus group procedure the participants in both groups were 

asked to explain what factors positively influence their purchasing decision (RQ2). Thereby 

they should imagine that they go to a shop to buy an apparel or food item and explain what it 

is they look at. At this point the participants did not know that this focus group was about 

environmental sustainability. This order of asking the research question assured that the 

answers of the participants were not biased on what they though the researcher wanted to 

hear. After identifying the positively influencing factors in purchasing decisions the 

participants were enlightened about the real topic of this study. Asking questions that helped 

answering RQ1 and RQ3 continued the sessions. A detailed description of all questions asked 

can be found in the appendix at the end of this thesis.   

 

Both focus group sessions were audiotaped so that they could be revised during the data 

presentation and analysis. This provides a higher validity of the study since the data is not 

subjected to the biased memory of the moderators.  
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3.5 Sample Selection 

The selection of the participants for the focus group is dependent on the purpose and design 

of the study. For choosing the sample of the focus group there are two different approaches, 

probability and non-probability sampling. Probability sampling is inappropriate for this kind 

of study, since the goal is not to generalize the findings but to extract the opinions and 

perceptions of the participants. (Burns & Bush, 2014, p. 243) With a nonprobability sampling 

method the participants are not chosen by probability but by a selection based on specific 

criteria (Burns & Bush, 2014, p. 254). 	  

 
For non-probability sampling there are four different sampling methods that are shortly 

described in Figure 3-2. 

 

 
 

Figure 3-2: Methods of non-probability sampling 
Source: Derived from (Burns & Bush, 2014, p. 255) 
 
For this research purposive sampling is used. This requires a judgment by the researchers on 

who should be representative for the population. This sampling method is often used for focus 

groups since the researchers can choose the individuals who they think can contribute best to 

answer the research questions. (Burns & Bush, 2014, p. 256) 

 
  

•  researcher uses e.g. high-traffic locations to get in touch with potential 
participants 

Convenience Sampling 

•  researcher uses his judgement to select the sample 

Purposive Sampling 

•  respondents are asked to name others than themselves for the focus group 

Referral Sampling 

•  researcher uses quota characteristics (e.g. age, gender) to select the 
sample 

Quota Sampling 
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In general focus groups that consist of participants who have homogeneous characteristics are 

the best. In a lot of cases this suggestion fulfills itself automatically since the researcher wants 

to find something out about a particular group of people. Another advantage of having a 

homogenous focus group is that the participants feel more comfortable during the focus 

group. (Burns & Bush, 2014, p. 156). 

 

This study focuses on students of the Luleå University of Technology coming from Sweden 

as well as from other countries. The mix of different countries and cultures provides the 

researchers with the possibility to explore different opinions and viewpoints on the topic. 

Table 3-4 and Table 3-5 provide an overview of the participants of the two focus groups.  

 
Table 3-4: Participants of the ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

 

Number 
 

 

Gender 
 

Age 
 

Nationality 

 

1 

 

Male 

 

23 

 

Australian 

2 Female 23 German 

3 Male 22 French 

4 Female 21 French 

5 Male 21 Spain 

6 Female 23 Finnish 

7 Female 23 Swede 

8 Male 25 Czech 
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Table 3-5: Participants of the ‘Food Focus Group’  
 

Number 
 

 

Gender 
 

Age 
 

Nationality 

 

1 

 

Female 

 

21 

 

German 

2 Female 22 German 

3 Male 20 British 

4 Male 21 French 

5 Female 24 German 

6 Male 24 Indonesian 

7 Male 24 Switzerland 

8 Female 23 Swede 

9 Male 23 Croate 

 

The participants were already known by the researchers but did not necessarily know each 

other.  By this measure it is possible to assess the opinion of different individuals with 

different backgrounds and nationalities which will help to get a deeper insight in customer 

perception and knowledge of sustainability as well as the factors influencing their buying 

decision.  

 

The apparel and food industry were chosen since, as described earlier, both industries have 

severe impact on the environment, show unsustainable practices and because both industries 

play a major role in the daily life of consumers. 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 

The data analysis is an ongoing process that starts with collecting the first data and goes on 

until the whole research report is finished. According to Merriam (2014) the goal of data 

analysis is making sense of the data and answering the research questions. This involves a 

consolidation, reduction and interpretation of what people said and the impressions of the 

researcher. (Merriam, 2014, pp. 175–176) 
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The process of analyzing the data starts with organizing the data. Therefore every piece of 

data has to be coded, which means that a shorthand designation like a word, letter or number 

is assigned to each source of information. This is done to assure that the data can easily be 

found at every time. Then different segments in the data will be identified. The term segment 

is used here to describe a unit of data that serves as a potential source to answer the research 

questions. (Merriam, 2014, p. 176) According to Lincon and Guba (1985) a unit of data must 

have two characteristics: it must contain relevant information and stimulate the researcher to 

think and it should be the smallest part of information that is still able to stand by itself. 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 345) After this the intensive data analysis begins. The units of 

information are compared and put into different boxes by looking for regularities in the data. 

Units with similar characteristics belong to the same category. (Dey, 1993, p. 44) These 

categories have to be named and the researcher has to set a limit on the number of categories 

as well as set up a system for placing the data into these categories.  In this step the data is 

reorganized and divided into different cases with the same characteristics. The use of these 

categories can be seen as the basic conceptual element in qualitative data analysis. Once the 

data is sorted in the different categories the researcher can begin answering the research 

questions based on the categories. (Merriam, 2014, p. 206)  

In this thesis the respondents were labeled with different names starting with an “A” for 

apparel focus group or “F” for food focus group, followed by their assigned number and 

gender (“m” for male and “w” for female). Afterwards the answers and ideas given by the 

participants were reorganized and restructured. In this process the information given was 

assigned to the different research questions.  

 

After categorizing the data a within-case analysis was conducted. This study consists of two 

different cases – the case of the apparel focus group and the case of the food focus group. The 

empirical data depicted in the conceptual framework was compared separately to the findings 

of each of focus group with a focus on the most important points. This was an important step 

to be able to draw a final conclusion at a later point. Thereafter a cross-case analysis was 

conducted. There the findings of the two focus groups were compared to each other in order 

to look for similarities or differences. (Miles & Huberman, 1994) 
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3.7 Validity and Reliability 

It is important that research is valid and reliable. Only valid and reliable research can be used 

by other people interested in that field of research. The key to trusting the findings of a 

research is that the researchers apply a rigorously set of rules. The rules for qualitative 

research differ from the ones for quantitative research. The first step to establish a trustworthy 

study is to conduct it in an ethical manner. The validity and reliability of a study, regardless of 

the type of research, can be assessed by looking at a study´s conceptualization and the data 

collection, analysis and interpretation as well as the way findings are represented. (Merriam, 

2014, pp. 209–212) 

 

In qualitative research the term validity is used to test if the findings are true from the view of 

the researcher, the participants or the public. There are two forms of validity, internal and 

external validity. The internal validity is about to what extend the finding of the research are 

credible. Using triangulation as well as checking the interpretations with the interviewed 

individuals can check it. (Merriam, 2014, p. 234) Denzin (1978) proposes four different types 

of triangulation: usage of multiple methods, sources of data, investigators and theories. The 

use of multiple theories is not very common in qualitative research. (Denzin, 1978) In order to 

increase the internal validity of this study triangulation was used. In the focus groups different 

methods were used to get a better result. The participants were asked to describe situations 

and patterns of their purchasing behavior, brainstorm words that they associate with 

sustainability and later discuss the different aspects mentioned. The whole study is based on 

different sources of data. In order to reach a higher validity two separate focus groups were 

conducted and knowledge from several journal articles were used. Two investigators held 

both of the focus groups. This less influenced the focus group by the investigators and the 

internal validity of the results was increased.  
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External validity is concerned with how the study can be generalized. The trustworthiness of 

the study is strongly depending on the credibility of the researchers. In order to make the 

study trust worthier the researcher can turn to guidelines that help him to deal with ethical 

concerns emerging in a qualitative study. Even then there is still a risk that the study is 

influenced by the researcher since there is no regulation which can tell the investigator when 

the question become coercive and when to intervene when the situation becomes abusive. The 

best approach for a researcher is to be conscious of ethical concerns in the research process. 

(Merriam, 2014, p. 234) Bias was decreased by checking each other’s behavior and proof read 

the parts of the thesis over and over again.  

 

 
The term reliability refers to the extent of consistency in the findings. This is done by 

explaining the assumptions and the underlying theory as well as by triangulating data. 

Furthermore it is important to explain how the study was conducted and the findings found. 

(Merriam, 2014, p. 234) This was done by attaching the moderators guide and basic 

information about the focus group in the appendix of this thesis. Furthermore every step of 

the data preparation and analysis part was explained in detail.  
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3.8 Overview of the methodology 

Figure 3-3 provides an overview of all the methods used in this thesis. The research purpose 

was mainly descriptive and in parts exploratory. This study used qualitative research as a 

research approach with a focus group research as a research strategy. The data collection was 

done with primary data using non-probability sampling, more explicitly purposive sampling, 

as a sampling method. The data was analyzed by first categorizing it and then conduction a 

within-case as well as cross-case analysis.  

 

 
Figure 3-3: Overview of the methodology  

1. Research Purpose 
•  Descriptive 
•  Exploratory 

2. Research Approach 
•  Qualitative research 

3. Research Strategy 
•  Focus group research 

4. Data Collection 
•  Primary Data  

5. Sample Selection 
•  Non-probability 

sampling: purposive 
sampling 

6. Data Analysis  
•  Categorizing  
•  Within-case analysis 
•  Cross-case analysis 
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4 Data Presentation 
 

After discussing the theoretical basis and the methodology in the previous chapters, this 

chapter presents the collected empirical data. Data was collected by conducting two focus 

groups, one for the apparel industry and one for the food industry. Each focus group session 

consisted of different participants in order to gather various opinions, avoid biases and to 

improve reliability and validity. First, collected data from the ‘apparel focus group’ is 

presented. Secondly, collected data from the ‘food focus group.’  

 

4.1 Apparel Focus Group 

This focus group took place on April 28th, 2015 from 6:30 pm to 7:45 pm in a classroom at 

Luleå University of Technology. The focus group was held in English. Hence, the moderators 

did not have to translate questions or statements. The participants were numbered from 1 to 8. 

Information about nationality, age and gender of the participants is depicted in Table 4-1. 

Direct quotes and statements from participants are referred to according his or her number and 

gender, where ‘m’ stands for male and ‘w’ for female. To indicate that these are the 

respondents from the apparel focus group all participants are marked with an ‘A’ for apparel 

in the beginning. In order to create an informal and easy environment, where participants feel 

relaxed and comfortable, ‘fika’ treats were served. Before the discussion started, participants 

were briefed about the procedure of this focus group without revealing the real topic of the 

focus group to them. Further, they were informed that their contributions would only be used 

for the research of this bachelor thesis. Thereafter, the participants were asked if they agreed 

to the fact that the focus group would be audiotaped to which everybody agreed. 

 

In the following sections data is presented according to the questions in the moderator’s guide 

that can be found in the Appendix. In order to prevent any possible kind of influence and to 

avoid a bias in the further discussion, the focus group session started with question regarding 

RQ2 instead of RQ1. 
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Table 4-1: Participants of the ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 
 

Number 
 

 

Gender 
 

Age 
 

Nationality 

 

 1 

 

Male 

 

23 

 

Australian 

2 Female 23 German 

3 Male 22 French 

4 Female 21 French 

5 Male 21 Spain 

6 Female 23 Finnish 

7 Female 23 Swede 

8 Male 25 Czech 

 

 
4.1.1 Positively influencing factors regarding consumers’ buying decisions within the 

apparel industry 

 

As a start and icebreaker question the participants were asked when it had been the last time 

they purchased clothing, what they had bought and when they usually bought apparel. 

Answers were wide spread from couple days ago, to weeks and even to months. 

 

 A5, m and A8, m: “It is so expensive here, before I came to Sweden.” 

 

Participants bought 

 

 A6, w: “a dress for a certain occasion”  

 A5, m and A2, w: “sports clothing” 

 A7, w: “pants at H&M” 

 

Shopping patterns of participants were also widely spread and answers included “when I like 

it”, “when I go to town and see something nice” to “if I have to”. Most participants, 

however, said that they usually bought apparel when they needed it. 
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Focus group members were then asked what factors determined their buying decision. Most 

of them agreed, that they always went the same stores. Not necessarily for the brand they can 

find there but when they had good experiences in this certain store before. It turned out, that 

brands are not that important for the interviewed participants. 

  

 A8, m: “I don´t care about brands.” 

 A3, m: “I don´t like the brand logo on the clothing, it is ok when it is small and where 

   you can´t see it.” 

 

In fact they rather value quality in terms of durability, feel, comfort and fit. 

 

A1, m: “I want to support businesses with higher quality, I am sick of the cheap stuff 

 you can only wear a couple of times and then it feels weird and is saggy and 

 loose.” 

 

Another factor that influences their buying decision greatly is the price of the garment. 

Participants had mixed opinions if a higher price reflects higher quality. Some think that the 

brand of the garment is the reason for a higher price, other state that they would be willing to 

pay a higher price, which in their eyes reflects higher quality. 

 

Further factors that were mentioned are the design, in terms of fashion trends and colors, the 

material and the practicality of a garment. 
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4.1.2 Consumers’ knowledge about and associations with environmental sustainability 

in general and within the apparel industry 

 

Following, participants were asked what environmental sustainability means to them in 

general. They were further asked to brainstorm about the terms “environmentally sustainable” 

and “environmental sustainability” for a couple of minutes and write down words that come 

to their minds. The same exercise was repeated for the apparel industry. After that each 

participant presented his or her answers. 

 

A1, m:  

- “maintenance, is it repairable?” 

- “long- lasting” 

- “supply chain; transport, logistics, packaging, people and other required resources, 

but it is very hard to get information” 

- “material and resource recycle and reuse” 

A2, w: 

- “fair loans for workers” 

- “good working conditions for workers” 

- “no usage of harmful chemicals during production of cloths” 

- “no usage of harmful chemicals during production of material for cloths” 

- “good recyclable” 

A3, m: 

- “good for environment” 

- “no pollution in production process and after life of product” 

- “usage of less resources” 

A4, w: 

- “long product life” 

- “respect the environment, during the production process for example” 

- “respect the conditions of workers, in Asia for example” 

A5, m: 

- “environmental friendly, so we don´t waste more resources than what we need, for 

example water” 
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A6, w: 

- “take care of environment” 

- “environmental friendly processes behind companies” 

- “should be part the business” 

- “recycling” 

- “well being of human nature” 

- “usage of less resources” 

A7, w: 

- “long lasting ‘things’ and processes that are good for the environment” 

- “keep our environment for a long time” 

A8, m:  

- “General behavior of current generation aimed on well-being of it and all following 

ones.” 

- “Reasonable pace of using all available resources for developing bright future.” 

- “Long-lasting products…, but maybe short-living products are more sustainable, 

since they keep the economy going, I don´t know.” 

 

Next, participants were asked what they thought it might mean when a company referred to 

their products as environmentally sustainable.  

 

The overwhelming answer was that they did not trust the statement of the company that their 

product was environmentally sustainable. Also products that are labeled and marketed as 

environmentally sustainable were, according to participants, not trustworthy. 

  

A5, m:”Labels are not good, I don´t trust them. I think who ever pays for it gets the  

 label.”  

A1, m: “It´s all marketing, companies rely on their reputation. Therefore I don´t trust  

 the label.” 

  

Further, participants said that whenever a product was referred to as environmentally 

sustainable it meant that it was more expensive. 
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Participants then were asked what they expected of a genuine environmentally sustainable 

piece of garment. 

 

Here the majority felt that environmentally sustainable clothing was ugly, not fashionable, not 

their style or that only eco-friendly people and hippies wore these kinds of cloths. Some even 

felt, that “the design of the garments is on purpose to distinguish environmental people from 

others.”  

 

Another aspect participants would expect when purchasing environmentally sustainable 

clothing is a better quality, meaning the use of better or natural material and long lasting 

textiles. Others, on the other hand expressed that they would not expect a better quality, since 

“all natural” did not mean that it was longer lasting or that it was difficult to compare quality 

and that it was all about the processes behind the product.  

 

A4, w: “For me it is not about the quality, but what is behind the product. I expect  

   better processes with environmentally sustainable products.” 

A1, m: “It is all about how it got there, not the product itself, that´s what I expect.” 

 

Following, participants were asked which negative consequences their apparel consumption 

had on the environment. They were supposed to think about the production, selling and 

consumption of apparel. Almost all participants answered that they did not thing about the 

environment when they bought clothing. Some said that when there was a scandal about 

companies or processes that polluted the environment in the media they thought about it and it 

had no real influence on them. “In the end it has no influence on their buying decision, 

however, since you hear about the scandal once and then forget about it.” They admitted, 

however, that they thought more about the people who produced the clothing and looked for 

the country of production of the garments. Many confirmed that they tried to avoid garments 

that were produced in countries such as China, Bangladesh and India. Yet, all of them 

concluded, that they could not do or change anything about it. 

 

A5, m: “I don´t think about the environment, but about the people….; there are a lot  

   of people who buy from companies that exploit workers such as Nike and  

   Adidas.” 
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A3, m: “I don´t think about the environment when I buy something, but about the  

   people… but I don´t think the consumers can change anything.” 

 
Specific mentions of negative influences regarding the environment were missing completely. 

 

When asked if they would have thought differently when their choice really could have made 

an impact all of them agreed that they would have. 

 

A1, m: “That´s why I like second hand shops, products has already been used, it is  

   kind of my way to run away from the problem and not think about it.” 

A3, m:  “I would tend to buy the environmentally sustainable clothing, even for a little  

   higher price.” 

 

4.1.3 Negatively influencing factors regarding consumers’ buying decisions regarding 

environmentally sustainable apparel 

 

For the final part of the focus group participants were asked which piece of garment they 

would have bought when they had the choice between one with the label ‘environmentally 

sustainable’ and the other one without it and why. 

 

Everybody in the focus group chose the normal one. Their justification for this was that they 

did not trust the label. In the opinion of the participants the label was only for marketing 

purposes, the real difference in contents and quality compared to non-environmentally 

sustainable products was not that big. 

 

 A4, w: “I do not trust the label.” 

 A5, m: “It needs more than a label.” 

 A1, m: “I mistrust any label.” 

A7, w: “They have to convince me, it is easy for stores or companies to put a label on 

 it.” 
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Participants concluded that they would have trusted labels if there were criteria and tests on 

which one could have measured and see the real environmental sustainability index as there 

was with food products. Focus group members tend to trust the label, however, if they had 

previous experience with the brand. 

 

 A2, w: “I have to like the brand first before I trust their labels.” 

 

Participants also mentioned that companies who were trying to be more ecological or more 

environmentally sustainable confused them and created even more mistrust. They thought the 

sudden change of a companies´ environmental attitudes or behavior was because 

sustainability was a trend and they could make money with it. 

 

A6, w: “Companies are changing but this does not necessarily create more trust.  

 Me as a buyer, I am confused by the sudden change and wonder  

‘Are you ecological or not’.” 

 
Only few mentioned that the price for environmentally sustainable clothing was too high for 

them. 

 

In the further discussion among focus group participants it turned out that more advertisement 

would make them more aware of their choices.  

 

 A2, w: “I think I have never even touched sustainable clothing… maybe more 

   advertising would make us more aware of the choices.” 

 A8, m: “I am not used to sustainable clothing, since you never see it. When you buy  

   food, you see the labels and the advertisements and you know your choices.” 

 

This could also be relevant for positive influencing factors, but since there were only 

comments that participants felt that the lack of advertisement of environmentally sustainable 

limits the choices participants were aware of, it is listed here. 
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Overall participants concluded that they were not aware of their choices and could not recall 

if their favorite stores offered environmentally sustainable apparel. They though that big and 

popular companies such as H&M had the power to make them more aware of their choices 

and could have influence their environmentally sustainable buying decision if they advertised 

more and made environmentally sustainable clothing available on a broader range. 

4.2 Food Focus Group 

This focus group took place on the May 4th, 2015 from 16:30 pm to 17:30 pm in a classroom 

at Luleå University of Technology. Same as the apparel focus group this focus group was 

held in English. An overview of the participants can be seen in Table 4-2, which contains 

their gender, age and nationality. In the further data presentation the participants are named as 

‘F’ for the food focus group, followed by their assigned number from 1-9 and their gender 

(‘m’, ‘w’). The setting of this focus group was the same as in the apparel focus group, cookies 

and soda were offered, the procedure of the focus group as well as the use of their information 

was explained and the participants were asked for their allowance to audiotape the discussion. 

This focus group also started with questions regarding RQ2 to guarantee unbiased answers of 

the participants. Afterwards, the focus group members were enlightened about the real topic 

and purpose of this study. This section of the data presentation also follows the moderator´s 

guide that can be found in the appendix. 

 
Table 4-2: Participants of the ‘Food Focus Group’ 

 

Number 
 

 

Gender 
 

Age 
 

Nationality 

 

1 

 

Female 

 

21 

 

German 

2 Female 22 German 

3 Male 20 British 

4 Male 21 French 

5 Female 24 German 

6 Male 24 Indonesian 

7 Male 24 Switzerland 

8 Female 23 Swede 

9 Male 23 Croat 
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4.2.1 Positively influencing factors regarding consumers’ buying decision within the 

food industry 

 

To start off with an easy question the participants were asked when they last had bought food 

and what they bought. The term environmental sustainability was not mentioned in order to 

get an honest unbiased answer. As expected all participants bought food in last few days for 

several occasions:  

 

F1, w; F2, w: “We bought ingredients for a cake as well as soda for a focus group.” 

 

Other participants bought 

 

F7, m: “food for a ski-trip” 

F3, m; F5, w and F6, m: “every day food like bread, eggs, milk, yoghurt, ham” 

 

When the participants were asked for the factors why they chose these products the answers 

varied. F3, m was mostly focused on price whereas for F5, w; F1, w; F2, w and F7, m product 

attributes like quality and country of origin were more important.  

 

F3, m: “I look at the price and if there is a special deal on the product.” 

F5, w: “ecological labels and things like country of origin”  

F1, w and F2, w: “Depends what I buy, but it is important that it is fresh. Depending  

  on the product country of origin is also important.”   

F7, m: “quality” 
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4.2.2 Consumers’ knowledge about and associations with environmental sustainability 

in general and within the food industry 

 

After talking about the general purchasing decisions for buying food, the ‘real’ topic of the 

bachelor thesis was revealed to the participants – environmental sustainability. The 

participants were then asked to brainstorm and write down what came to their minds when 

hearing the terms ‘environmentally sustainable’ or ‘environmental sustainability’. The 

following paragraphs show their different answers to this question.  

 

F1, w:  

- “eco-friendly” 
- “CO2  emission -> ecological footprint” 
- “recycling” 
- “respectful and efficient use of resources”  
- “reduced plastic usage” 

F2, w:  

- “products which don´t harm the environment when used” 
- “high quality” 
- “long-living products” 
- “produced with good materials” 
- “expensive” 
- “important” 
- “new trend” 

F3, m:  

- “fair-trade, trees, expensive, recycling, climate change, cute animals” 

F4, m:  

- “clean energies (solar panels, etc.)” 
- “recycle garbage” 
- “electric cars” 

F5, w:  

- “world climate” 
- “green energy” 
- “ecological way of thinking” 
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F6, m:  
- “ecologist, green energy, efficient, renewable energy, recycling” 

F7, m:  

- “local food (instead of tomatoes from Spain for example)” 
- “ecological”  
- “ingredients which use lots of space to plant (or rainforest)” 
- “food waste”  
- “recycling” 

F8, w:  

- “fair-trade” 
- “eco-food” 
- “organic cotton clothes” 
- “the whole chain from growth to purchase” 

F9, m:  

- “eco-design” 
- “CO2  emission” 

 

After that the participants of the focus group presented their ideas and further explained what 

environmental sustainability actually meant to them. F2, w felt like it was a new trend that got 

more and more important nowadays and F8, w contributed that it was now also a bigger topic 

in politics.  

 

The participants felt like that their generation has more knowledge about sustainability.  

 

F2, w: “We have more knowledge than previous generations!” 

F1, w: “I grew up with that it was part of my education.” 

 

But at the same time other respondents disagreed.  

 

F7, m:  “You have to invest time and energy to get informed, a lot of people are just 

  too lazy for that. There are bigger problems than ecological food for people.” 

F9, m: “The information is communicated in the wrong way.” 

F5, w: “You really have to care about it and get knowledge.”  
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F8, w added that a label indicating that the product was environmental sustainable did not 

mean it was fair trade®. She said that according to her information only 20% of the 

ingredients had to be fair trade® in order to obtain this label. This is why she supports F9, m 

with the point that the information about environmental sustainable products was 

communicated in a wrong way.  

 

When the participants should explain what environmental sustainability personally means to 

them also answered:  

 

F2, w: “First it is a budget questions.” 

F3, m, F7, m: “I´m aware of it but I cannot afford to care. I have other priorities than  

 fair trade® food.” 

 

Furthermore the participants stated that it was a bigger effort to purchase environmentally 

sustainable products.  

 

F2, w: “It is a big effort to get the stuff, for example you have to go to farmer and buy  

  the eggs.” 

F1, w: “For my own living it is difficult to keep up with it.” 

  

Afterwards the participants were asked what they expected from a company who claimed to 

be environmentally sustainable. F3, m said that it depended on the product. He named the 

paper production as an example, where he expected the company to replant all the trees used. 

F4, m added that the company should not have used chemicals during their production 

process and F9, m contributed that the energy used should have been renewable as well. 

Furthermore, the participants expected transparency from such a company and F8, w added 

that the company should have taken full responsibility for their products and made sure that 

they were 100% fair trade® and ecological. The whole company throughout every business 

part should be designed in a sustainable way according to F1, w. The whole supply chain was 

also important to the participants. F1, w mentioned that it should be short and F4, m added 

that there should be no intermediaries which means that the stores should be directly supplied 

by the famers.  
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Additionally, the participants should state their expectations they have towards food that is 

environmentally sustainable. The aesthetics, taste and packaging were the main points that the 

participants brought up.  

 

F2, w: “We are used to aesthetics, ecological food does not look that good.”  

F4, m: “It has to taste good otherwise I wouldn´t buy it anymore.”  

F1, w: “The packaging has to be environmental sustainable as well.”   

 

Then the participants were asked if they were aware of the consequences of their purchasing 

decision patterns and if they thought about the environmental influence of their purchasing 

decisions. It turned out that they mostly bought environmentally sustainable products not 

because of the environment but because of their personal feelings.  

 

F1, w: “I feel better when I buy it” 

F7, m: “You don’t see that you do something for environment, just that you do 

  something for yourself.” 

F2, w: “I think that it is better for myself, I don´t really think about the environment.” 

F9, m: “We only focus on what is good for us personally not for environment.” 

 

It became obvious that in general the participants did not feel bad about buying non-

sustainable products.  

 

F3, m: “I feel bad when I see a documentary but I don´t think about it in the store.” 

F5, w: “I never feel bad when buying other products. I only feel good when I buy 

‘good’ products like meat for example.” 
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4.2.3 Negatively influencing factors regarding consumers’ buying decision regarding 

environmentally sustainable food 

 

At the end, factors that prevent the participants from buying environmental sustainable food 

products were discussed. The first point that came up was that the participants do not trust in 

environmentally sustainable products.  

 

F2, f: “I don’t believe in it, you hear so many bad things, fair trade® is just 

marketing.” 

F4, m: “I don´t trust in environmentally friendly products.”  

 

Furthermore they said that it was very difficult for a company that sells ready-made food, like 

for example pizza, to control all the different ingredients of it and to make sure that every 

single ingredient was produced environmentally sustainable. (F2, f) 

 

They concluded the discussion about mistrust by coming up with the whish for more 

transparency. If the whole market of environmentally sustainable food would be more 

transparent they would have more confident in these products. (F8, f) 

 

Another factor that keeps participants from buying environmental sustainable food was the 

effort they would need to put in in order to obtain the products.  

 

F1, f: “The effort is too big for most people. You have to really think about what to eat  

 next week.” 

F7, m: “Even when you know where to buy these products you still need to go to  

 another supermarket for other stuff.”  

 

In the later discussion F7, m said that he would have bought more environmentally 

sustainable food if more were offered at the supermarket.  

 

The price was also mentioned as a factor that keeps the participants from buying these 

products. It was the main reason for F4, m and F6, m.  
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5 Data Analysis 
In this chapter the presented data is analyzed and compared to the conceptual framework 

presented in chapter 2. First, a within-case analysis of both focus groups is conducted. 

Thereafter data is compared between both focus groups in a cross-case analysis in order to 

find out similarities and differences. The analysis is the basis for the conclusion that 

constitutes the final chapter of this thesis. 

 

5.1 Within-Case Analysis 

Analyzing data is the process of making sense of data and is the last step before drawing a 

conclusion concerning the research questions. Data will be analyzed according the order of 

the research questions. 

 

5.1.1 RQ1: Knowledge about and association with the term environmental 

sustainability in the apparel and food industry 

 

Table 5-1 provides a reminder of the conceptual framework concerning perceptions and 

associations of environmental sustainability among young adults. 
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Table 5-1: Associations and perceptions of environmental sustainability 

Environmentally friendly ideas & practices 

 
- Action rather than concern (Hill & Lee, 2012) 
- Organic material use (Hill & Lee, 2012) 
- Recycling (Hill & Lee, 2012) 
- Greening production process (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 
- Environmental footprint (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 

 

Social & economic themes 

 
- Long product life/Durable products (Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009; Simpson & Radford, 

2012) 
- Benefit future economic position of business (Hill & Lee, 2012)  

 

Future & consideration of long-term effects 

 
- Conservation & preservation of resources and landscapes (Hill & Lee, 2012) 
- Management of soil degradation (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 
- Impact on bio-diversity (Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 
- Water & air pollution (Hill & Lee, 2012) 
- Chemical residue (Hill & Lee, 2012) 

 
 

 

As illustrated in table 5-1 there are three main areas what consumers associate and perceive 

with environmental sustainability; environmentally friendly ideas and practices, social and 

economic themes and considerations of long term effects.  

 

 The apparel industry 5.1.1.1

The brainstorming of participants and the following discussion showed that their general as 

well as apparel industry specific associations and perceptions are very similar to the themes 

from table 5-1. 
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Environmentally friendly Ideas & Practices 

Table 5-2 shows that the general knowledge about and association with environmental 

sustainability is similar to what previous researchers found out. What is striking however, is 

that participants seem to have a deeper knowledge about and wider awareness of the topic in 

question. Although, participants are from very different study programs, almost all of them 

said that they have had a course about sustainability in university. This might explain why 

participants did not only think about “environmental friendly processes” in terms of 

“production” but mentioned the whole “supply chain, transport, logistics, packaging, people 

and other required resources”.  

 
Table 5-2: Environmentally friendly ideas and practices ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

Environmentally friendly Ideas & Practices 

Theory ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

Action rather than concern (Hill & Lee, 
2012) 

- 

Organic material use (Hill & Lee, 2012) - 

Recycling (Hill & Lee, 2012) “recycling” 
“reuse” 

Greening production process (Bhaskaran et 
al., 2006) 

"sustainability should be part of the business" 
"environmental friendly processes" 

Environmental footprint (Bhaskaran et al., 
2006) 

- 

 

Participants’ answers regarding environmental sustainability are in accordance with answers 

provided in table 5-2. The answers of the participants included recycling, long product life, 

durable products and “no usage of harmful chemicals”. They further mentioned to “take care 

of the environment” and specified it with “less resource use”. Within the apparel industry 

participants mentioned water specifically. Some participants even knew that you need a lot 

more water for the production of organic cotton compared to synthetic fibers and hence 

argued that they were not sure if organic cotton was a real environmentally sustainable 

solution. Others argued that they were not sure either about natural fibers because of the high-

energy consumption needed to produce natural fibers. Although, participants admitted that 

they were very interested in this topic and read magazine articles about it, they feel not 

educated enough about environmental sustainability. 
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On the one hand, this shows again that members of this focus group have a deeper knowledge 

and awareness about environmental issues and environmental sustainability. On the other 

hand it allows drawing conclusion for RQ3 of this thesis. Consumers might desire more 

education and lack necessary information in order to make environmentally sustainable 

choices. 
 

Social & Economic Themes 

Within environmental sustainability it is also striking, that the participants mention socially 

sustainable themes such as “working conditions” and “fair salaries for workers”. Participants 

stated that they checked the country of production and tried to avoid countries such as 

“China”, “India” and “Bangladesh”. This might support previous research that states, that the 

three-pillar concept of sustainability is an unfamiliar one with consumers and that consumers 

perceive sustainability as a one-dimensional concept and do not differentiate sustainability in 

economic, social and environmental sustainability. 

 

Table 5-3 lists participants’ answers that belong to social and economic themes. 
 
Table 5-3: Social and economic themes ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

 

Asked if they could mention what negative influences their current purchasing behavior could 

have on the environment all participants admitted that they never thought about this when 

buying apparel. 

 

The majority stated that they “know about the situation” and did think about their buying 

decision and tried boycotting the specific product “when there is a scandal” in the media. 

Albeit, participants consternate that “they can´t do anything about it” or “change anything”.  

  

Social & Economic Themes 

Theory ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

Long product life/Durable products  
(Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009; Simpson 
& Radford, 2012) 

"long product life" 

Benefit future economic position of business 
(Hill & Lee, 2012) 

"working conditions" 
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Future & Considerations of long-term Effects 

The fact that participants neither think about negative influences of their buying decisions on 

the environment nor mentioned any negative influences shows that awareness of possible 

consequences is missing. This can be backed up by the fact that the decreasing bio-diversity 

caused by waste, pollution and toxics were not mentioned during the focus group. The 

statement that participants “know about the situation” has to refer to social sustainability and 

the “working conditions”, since participants gave examples of scandals such as Nike and 

Adidas that were related to social sustainability. This might implement again that 

sustainability is not perceived as a multiple dimensional concept.  
 
Table 5-4: Future and consideration of long- term effects ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

Future & Considerations of long-term Effects 

Theory ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

Conservation & preservation of resources and 
landscapes (Hill & Lee, 2012) 

"usage of less resources" 
"maintenance of status quo" 
"well-being of human nature" 

Management of soil degradation  
(Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 

- 

Impact on bio-diversity (Bhaskaran et al., 
2006) 

- 

Water & air pollution (Hill & Lee, 2012) "no/ less pollution" 

Chemical residue (Hill & Lee, 2012) - 
 

Focus group members mentioned all considerations of long-term effects previous research 

mentioned as well (Figure 5-4), but seem to have a broader awareness since they associate the 

“well-being of human nature” with environmental sustainability. They mean the “general 

behavior of current generation aimed on well-being of it and all following ones” and the 

“reasonable pace of using all available resources for developing a bright future”. Hence, the 

notion of previous research, that consumers could not differentiate between environmental 

concern and environmental sustainability (Jin Gam, 2011; Kagawa, 2007) cannot be 

supported within the scope of this focus group.  
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Participants stated that they would have thought differently when their choice could have 

really made an impact. This might show that consumers do care about environmental 

sustainability but that they are just consternated since their acting has no influence and hence 

do not see the essence of changing their habits and put more effort in their apparel 

consumption behavior. This is a direct link to RQ3 of this thesis, since consternation could 

definitely be a factor why consumers do not buy environmentally sustainable clothing. 

 

Further, as previous research found as well, participants associate environmentally sustainable 

clothing as being not trendy and as too hippie. What is surprising however is that every 

member of this focus group expressed his or her mistrust when asked what it might mean 

when a company referred to their products as environmentally sustainable. All participants 

agreed that environmental sustainable labels were nothing more than marketing tricks in order 

to promote sales figures. They argued that there was no certainty since there were no tests and 

guidelines which producers were obliged to follow like in the food industry.  

 

These aspects are also links to RQ3 since those might be possible factors that influence 

consumers’ environmentally sustainable buying decisions negatively.  
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 The food industry 5.1.1.2

 

Environmentally friendly Ideas & Practices  

Table 5-5 shows the general knowledge and associations of the food focus group about 

environmental sustainability.  Most of the findings of this focus group are in line with what 

previous research showed. The participants brought up that they associate environmentally 

sustainable products with “products which don´t harm the environment”. Apart from that they 

were unsure about what sustainable material use actually means. One participant questioned 

for example if it was more sustainable to use pesticides for production instead of not using 

them hence needing more space and other resources for the production. Recycling was an idea 

very familiar to the participants. They stated that they tried to recycle and reuse as much as 

possible. As an example they mentioned the plastic bags that they tried to reuse for other 

purposes. When it comes to the production process the participants first thought of green 

energy. In the later discussion they realized that the whole supply chain was important for an 

environmentally sustainable production. They claimed that in order to really be sustainable 

the supply chain has had to be short, if possible with no intermediaries at all. In their opinion 

the longer the supply chain the harder it was to assure that the final product was 

environmentally sustainable. This matches with the literature that also stated that it was harder 

for companies to control a long supply chain and to assure that every supplier was in line with 

the guidelines for an environmentally sustainable production.  
 

Table 5-5: Environmentally friendly ideas and practices ‘Food Focus Group’ 

Environmentally friendly ideas & practices 

Theory ‘Food Focus Group’ 

Action rather than concern (Hill & Lee, 2012) - 

Organic material use (Hill & Lee, 2012) "products which don´t harm the 
environment when used" 

Recycling (Hill & Lee, 2012) “recycling” 
 "reduced plastic usage" 

Greening production process  
(Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 

"clean energies (e.g. solar panels)" 
"renewable/green energies" 
"whole chain from growth to purchase" 

Environmental footprint (Bhaskaran et al., 
2006) 

"ecological footprint" 
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As mentioned in a lot of journal literature this focus group had little knowledge about what 

sustainability actually means. No one could give a precise definition of the term 

sustainability. They could only state examples of practices from which they think they are 

sustainable or not. It was obvious that the members of the focus group were confused by the 

term and did not have a broad perspective on the topic.  

 

Social & Economic Themes 

In general, the focus group explained that they associate sustainable products with “long-

living products” but as we were talking about food beforehand they were more thinking about 

higher quality and better ingredients of food. This perception is in line with previous journal 

articles. Most researchers found out that environmental sustainable food was associated with a 

higher quality of food.  

 

This focus group also showed that even when being asked about environmental sustainability 

the participants came up with social aspects. They mentioned the working conditions as being 

important as well as the regional production of the food. This supports the theory of 

sustainability consisting of three pillars – environmental, social and economic. Even though 

these three different pillars exist they are all closely interconnected and cannot exist without 

each other.  
 
Table 5-6: Social and economic themes of 'Food Focus Group' 

Social & Economic Themes 

Theory ‘Food Focus Group’ 

Long product life/Durable products "high quality"  
"produced with good materials" 
"long-living products" 

Benefit future economic position of business 
(Hill & Lee, 2012) 

"working conditions" 
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Future & Considerations of long-term Effects 

During this focus group it became obvious that the participants do not think a lot about the 

future or long-term effects of their purchasing patterns. They came up with some key-words 

such as “climate change”, “CO2 emission” or “respectful and efficient use of resources”. All 

in all they agreed on that they mostly thought about what was good for them at this point of 

time. So they might purchase environmentally sustainable food because they think it was 

better for their body and their health. They did not think about the benefits of purchasing such 

food for the generations to come or the environment. They cannot relate to the environmental 

changes caused by their behavior because it was hard for them to acknowledge that their 

behavior has an actual influence on the worldwide situation. This was also stated in the 

literature that most people are aware of environmental problems but it has in most cases no 

influence on their behavior. This is why, the participants of the focus group did not even think 

about long-term effects like soil-degradation, negative influence on bio-diversity or water 

pollution.  
 

Table 5-7: Future and considerations of long-term effects 'Food Focus Group' 

Future & Considerations of long-term Effects 

Theory ‘Food Focus Group’ 
Conservation & preservation of resources and 

landscapes (Hill & Lee, 2012) 

"respectful and efficient use of resources" 

"climate change"  

"world climate" 

Management of soil degradation  
(Bhaskaran et al., 2006) 

- 

Impact on bio-diversity (Bhaskaran et al., 
2006) 

- 

Water & air pollution (Hill & Lee, 2012) "CO2 emission" 

Chemical residue (Hill & Lee, 2012) - 
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5.1.2 RQ2: Factors positively influencing consumers’ purchasing decisions 

 Positively influencing factors for apparel purchase decisions 5.1.2.1

Figure 5-1 serves as a reminder of the main factors that influence consumer’s buying decision 

as introduced in Figure 2-6 in the conceptual framework. Those are the marketing stimuli of 

product, price, promotion and place. The branches of the factors of this figure represent the 

answers from the ‘apparel focus group’, which are analyzed in detail in the following. 

 
 

Figure 5-1: Positively influencing factors apparel buying decisions  

Source: Derived from (Bjorner et al., 2002; Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Ellis et al., 2012; Fadiga et al., 2005; 
Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009; Laroche et al., 2001; Lee & Karpova, 2011; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006) 
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As it turned out the marketing stimulus product is the major source of influence when it 

comes to the buying decision of this focus group.  

 

Product 

Product, especially the factor of quality turned out to be the most important marketing stimuli 

for this focus group. Answers of participants indicate however, that quality is a multi-

dimensional marketing stimulus. When talking about quality in the discussion many 

mentioned feel, comfort, fit and durability. Some mentions included the material and the 

practicability of a garment as well. Within quality these answers can be subdivided into 

‘value’ and ‘benefit’. And even within these subdivisions there overlapping themes, since 

practicability, durability and comfort for example, can be seen as both, a value as well as 

benefit dimension. 

 

Price 

It is also surprising that only a few said that the price was the primarily factors that influences 

their buying decision. However, in the discussion of this focus group the marketing stimulus 

price has different dimensions. For some participants the price is a strong influencing factor 

since they do not really care about the brand and even do not want to have a visible brand 

logo on their garment. Hence, they argue why they should pay a higher price for a branded 

piece of garment when they can have the same unbranded piece for much less. Another 

dimension of the marketing stimulus price relates to RQ3, since price can be seen as an 

external barrier to buying clothing in general as well as environmental sustainable apparel. 

Others see the price as an indicator for quality, better material and fiber usage and are willing 

to pay more for better quality.  

 
Promotion 
Mentions of the marketing stimulus promotion were trend and image. Trend is an important 

factor for participants and hence a possible barrier for environmentally sustainable clothing, 

which is regarded as “ugly” and not “fashionable”. Public image of the brand, on the other 

hand is less important for participants. It is noticeable that for focus group members the image 

of a brand and a brand in general is not really important. What matters for most participants is 

the experience they had with the brand they purchased and with the store they purchased the 

garment in.  
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Place 

Focus group members admitted that they always went to the same stores, and when they 

could not find what they were looking for in these stores they “have a problem”. This shows 

that participants of this focus group do not take additional time and effort into account when 

they cannot find what they are looking for in ‘their’ stores. Instead of looking for alternative 

purchasing choices by going to different stores, they postpone their purchase until they find 

what they are looking for in ‘their’ stores. This implies a possible answer to RQ3 that missing 

availability could be a possible external barrier to environmentally sustainable apparel 

purchasing. 
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 Positively influencing factors for food purchase decisions 5.1.2.2

During the food focus group it turned out that the marketing stimuli are the factors most 

decisive for the purchasing decision of the participants. Figure 5-2 serves as a reminder of the 

conceptual framework. Positive influencing factors identified during the food focus group are 

added to the original model.  

 
 

Figure 5-2: Positively influencing factors of food buying decisions  

Source: Derived from Carrigan & Attalla (2001), Ellis et al. (2012), Fadiga et al. (2005), Hiller Connell 
(2011), Kotler & Armstrong (2013), Laroche et al. (2001), Vermeir & Verbeke (2006) and Wier 
& Calverley (2002) 
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The food focus group mentioned all four aspects of the marketing stimuli as being important 

whereby the product itself was decisive.  

 
Product 

According to the food focus group the product itself is the most decisive criteria when buying 

food. There they take different aspects into account. All participants agreed that the quality of 

the food was important. According to the focus group, this sometimes leads to buying 

environmentally sustainable food because the quality was perceived as being better, especially 

for meat and eggs. The aesthetics are also important for the purchasing decision. The food has 

to look well and appealing to the customer. They only purchase food that looks nicely and 

according to their expectations. If a product, especially fruits and vegetables have nice 

aesthetics the consumers are more likely to purchase the product. The way a product is 

packaged also sometimes leads to a purchasing decision. Some participants said that they did 

not want to produce unnecessary waste. This could be an advantage for environmentally 

sustainable food since these items are often packaged in a more sustainable way and thus 

create less waste. In regards to the taste the participants’ opinions differed. Some stated that 

they thought it tastes better whereas others said the opposite. Nevertheless the taste of the 

product was very important to all respondents. They said that they would not have bought a 

product again with which taste they were not satisfied. Another aspect that seems very 

important to some members is that the food is produced locally. They would prefer local 

products to ones produced far away and would be willing to pay a little price premium on 

these products. Since environmentally sustainable products are often produced locally the 

place of production can be seen as a positively influencing factor in the buying decision. For 

one participant the time to prepare the product was also an influencing factor. As there is not 

that much environmentally sustainable ready-made food he rather purchases conventional 

food. For other participants food had to be healthy. They are more likely to purchase 

environmentally sustainable food because they associate it with being more healthy and better 

for their body. 

 

Price 

All participants stated that they look at the price. They do not always go for the cheapest item 

but since they are all student money plays an important role. They only purchase products that 

they think are worth the price.  
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Promotion 

The promotion of different food items influences the buying decision as well. One participant 

stated that he always scanned the supermarket for special offers and lets his purchase lead by 

these offers. Furthermore, participants follow in parts new trends in food. Another participant 

mentioned that environmentally sustainable food was perceived as hip which therefore acts as 

a motivation to buy this product. According to the focus group food decisions can also be 

promoted by the family. One participant said that her family paid great attention to buying 

environmentally sustainable food. With this experience she now incorporated the purchase of 

environmentally sustainable products in her own shopping patterns.  

 

Place 

Where to obtain the product is also an important question in the purchasing decision. The 

participants said that their food shopping has had to be convenient. They want to get all 

products at the same place and not go from shop to shop until they have bought every desired 

product. This depicts a crucial problem of buying environmentally sustainable food. 

According to the respondents not all food items are available in a sustainable way at the 

supermarket they normally go to. If these products were available they would have been more 

likely to buy them. Since they are not available or at least in the perception of the focus group 

members they tend to buy the conventional product.  
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5.1.3 RQ3: Factors negatively influencing consumers’ purchasing decisions of 

environmentally sustainable products 

 

 Negatively influencing factors for apparel purchasing decisions  5.1.3.1

 

On the left hand side of Table 5-8 the internal barriers which previous research found out are 

listed. On the right hand side the table provides themes that came up during the discussion of 

the focus group. 
 

Table 5-8: Internal barriers 'Apparel Focus Group’ 

Internal Barriers 

Theory ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

Knowledge (Hiller Connell, 2010) Good knowledge, lacking awareness 

Attitudes (Hiller Connell, 2010) mistrust, consternation, unfashionable 
 

Theory states that knowledge of environmental sustainability is very limited. This statement 

cannot be supported within the scope of this focus group. As presented in the previous 

chapter, participants provided important and profound knowledge about environmental 

sustainability in general. The statement holds true as such participants are unaware of the 

relationship between their apparel consumption patterns and the negative influences on the 

environment. They further lack necessary information and are hence unable to make 

environmentally sustainable buying decisions. 

 

Attitudes and believes are other factors of internal barriers. Participants think that 

environmentally sustainable clothing is not fashionable enough, too “hippie” and that only 

“eco-conscious people wear it”, which is in accordance with theory.  

 

During the discussion of the focus group it was striking, that focus group members expressed 

their mistrust against environmental sustainable apparel. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, participants feel that environmentally sustainable clothing is a trend companies want 

to make money off. They mistrust the labels and the products due to missing rules, guidelines 

and tests, as it exists with environmentally sustainable food for example.  
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This mistrust may be one reason for participants’ consternation regarding environmentally 

sustainable clothing. The other reason why young adults do not engage in environmentally 

sustainable purchasing practices is due to the missing influence of their contribution. As 

mentioned earlier, participants feel that their additional effort in terms of time and money for 

example, is worthless since they cannot do anything about the current situation.  
 

Participants’ answers about external barriers were similar to theory. Table 5-9 provides an 

overview of the external barriers in the apparel industry. On the right side the findings of 

previous research is shown, whereas on the left hand side the results of the apparel focus 

group are shown. These results are explained in detail in the following paragraphs. 

 
Table 5-9: External barriers 'Apparel Focus Group’ 

External Barriers 

Theory ‘Apparel Focus Group’ 

Availability (Hiller Connell, 2010) Availability, trend 

Product Information  
(Hiller Connell, 2010) 

Advertisement, necessary information 

Time and Effort 
(Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006; Laroche 2011) 

- 

Price 
(Bhaskaran et al., 2006; Hiller Connell, 2010) 

Premium pricing 

 

At first participants did not mention the factor of availability, but when asked about it they 

admitted that they did not even know if their favorite store has environmentally sustainable 

clothing. They further stated that they were not really used to environmentally sustainable 

apparel offers as they were for example with environmentally sustainable food that every 

supermarket has in store. Hence, consumers are much more aware of environmentally 

sustainable food since “they see it and know the option”. Therefore it can be concluded, that 

the external barrier of availability and the internal barrier of knowledge are connected since 

without the availability of environmentally sustainable apparel and the exposure to these 

products consumers are unable to know their choice. Further, participants mention the lack of 

trendy environmentally sustainable clothing. This again strengthens participants’ negative 

attitudes and beliefs about environmentally sustainable apparel and builds up even stronger 

internal barriers. 
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During the discussion it turned out that product information serves as a severe external barrier 

to environmentally sustainable apparel consumption. Participants cannot recall any 

advertisement about environmentally sustainable clothing, scandals or campaigns against 

companies destroying the environment. In addition focus group members find it difficult to 

get necessary information, may it be about a certain product or about the eco-consciousness of 

a company. As consequence, this has negative influence on participants’ knowledge and 

awareness and supports those internal barriers.  

 

The higher price of environmentally sustainable apparel products is an external barrier as 

well. As mentioned previously, price has multiple dimensions and hence it is connected with 

various barriers. Participants argue why they should pay more for untrendy products they do 

not trust and have no certain information about.   

 

There were no explicit mentions about time and effort as an external barrier. However, 

mentions of missing necessary information, availability, mistrust and premium pricing can be 

seen as implicit arguments for the external barrier time and effort since each of these include 

active action from the consumer. 

 

 Negatively influencing factors for food purchasing decisions  5.1.3.2

 

When looking at factors that prevent consumers from buying environmentally sustainable 

food internal as well as external barriers to purchase could be found in previous journal 

articles. The internal barriers are barriers that are subjected the consumer itself. Previous 

research identified missing knowledge as well as attitudes and beliefs as such as barrier.  

Table 5-10 shows the internal barriers found in previous research on the left hand side and the 

internal barriers of the food focus group on the right hand side. 
 

Table 5-10: Internal barriers 'Food Focus Group’ 

Internal Barriers 

Theory ‘Food Focus Group’ 

Knowledge (Hiller Connell, 2010) lacking awareness, confusion 

Attitudes (Hiller Connell, 2010) mistrust 
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Knowledge about environmentally sustainable food was a big problem. The focus group 

confirmed the findings of the literature. All participants have heard the term environmentally 

sustainable but do not really know what it means exactly. The different labels and products 

that claim to be sustainable confuse them. Apart from what participants of the focus group 

said that they do not think about the negative impact their purchasing behavior. They are well 

aware that some product choices may harm the environment but they choose to ignore this 

fact. They think that they cannot change anything anyways which is why buy other products 

which give them a direct benefit, for example by being cheaper. 

Furthermore, same as in previous research, the focus group proved that the participants do not 

trust the products. They are unsure if a product that is labeled as environmentally sustainable 

really is sustainable. They think labeling a product as environmentally sustainable is rather a 

marketing instrument than a real difference in the product itself. Due to the missing trust in 

the products, participants are less likely to buy these products.  

 

Apart from the internal barriers there are external barriers to purchase, barriers which the 

consumer itself cannot influence.  

 

The theory brought up barriers like availability, information about the product, values, time 

and effort as well as the price. Table 5-11 provide an overview of the aspects mentioned in the 

theory as well as the aspects mentioned in the food focus group.  
  

Table 5-11: External barriers 'Food Focus Group’ 

External Barriers 

Theory ‘Food Focus Group’ 

Availability (Hiller Connell, 2010) Perceived availability, availability of certain 
products 

Product Information  
(Hiller Connell, 2010) 

Information, labeling, advertisement 

Time and Effort  
(Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006; Laroche 
2011) 

Time for information, effort to obtain products 

Price (Bhaskaran et al., 2006; Hiller 
Connell, 2010) 

Premium pricing 
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Already the theory stated, that the availability of the products was a big barrier to purchase. 

The focus group confirmed this barrier. The participants felt that not all desired products were 

available in the supermarket they normally go to. This “forces” them to buy the conventional 

product. For them it is too much effort to go to a number of shops to get all the food they 

need. Furthermore, fast food or ready-made food often is not available in a sustainable way.  

 

Another big obstacle in the purchasing process was the missing product information. The 

theory brought up that there was not enough information available about the products and 

labels. Our participants agreed with the theory. According to them it is impossible to get all 

the information about a product. The companies selling environmentally sustainable food are 

lacking transparency. The consumer does not know what he actually buys but he should pay 

more for it. The focus group said that this aspect kept them from buying environmentally 

sustainable food. This is contributed by the fact that there is less advertisement on 

environmentally sustainable food in normal supermarkets. Even though this point was not 

mentioned in previous literature it is in line with the missing product information. One 

participant mentioned that he based his grocery shopping on special offers. Since in a normal 

supermarket there are seldom offers on environmentally sustainable products he ends up 

buying other products.    

 

Time and effort is another external barrier mentioned in the theory. The focus group felt the 

same way. There is a lot of time needed to stay informed about the different options they have 

and about the specific product attributes of sustainable food. Since there are so many different 

labels they would have to invest a lot of time in order to understand what each label means 

and stands for. Furthermore, there is a higher effort engaged in the purchasing process since 

consumers might have to go to another location in order to purchase the food.  

 

The higher price was a barrier that was already mentioned by theory. As participants of the 

focus group were students, money is a restricting factor in their purchasing decisions. They 

cannot or do not want to spend much money on food which is why they chose cheaper options 

instead of environmentally sustainable products. Furthermore, since they do not exactly know 

how the environmentally sustainable product is different they do not accept to pay a price 

premium on these products.  
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Other aspects which previous literature did not consider as negative influencing factors were 

the aesthetics of the products. The focus group said that environmentally sustainable product 

did not look as well as other products. Even though, they know that the sustainable products 

look the way the fruits and vegetables look naturally they are not as perfect and pretty as 

conventional products. This is the reason why they choose the other products over 

environmentally sustainable ones. The taste was wildly discussed by the focus group. Some 

said that sustainable food just did not taste as well. This is the reason why they tend to buy 

other products.  

5.2 Cross-Case Analysis 

Before coming to the finding and conclusions in the next chapter, the following section 

analyses the similarities and differences of the food and apparel focus group. 

 

5.2.1 RQ1: Knowledge about and association with environmental sustainability in 

general and in the apparel industry and food industry 

Both focus groups mentioned similar aspects in the areas of environmentally ‘friendly ideas & 

practices’, ‘social & economic themes’ and ‘future & consideration of long term effects’. The 

mentioned aspects of participants coincide with findings of previous research. Participants 

pointed out and discussed further aspects such as the ‘green supply chain’. Hence, it seems 

that focus groups participants have a deeper knowledge and awareness than theory 

acknowledges young adults to have about environmental sustainability. Thereby, it was 

striking that the apparel focus group could give a precise definition of environmental 

sustainability. The food focus group on the other hand had difficulties with giving a 

definition. They could only mention examples and practices that they considered as 

environmentally sustainable.  This is further supported since participants questioned putative 

sustainable practices such as organic food and apparel. In both focus groups it became 

obvious that participants are confused with the concepts and dimensions of sustainability and 

the practices. This might be the reason why participants think more about social themes, such 

as working conditions, and their consequences when asked about environmental sustainability 

rather than considering negative influences their consumption patterns may have on the 

environment. Even though, both focus groups showed that participants are able to 

differentiate between environmental concern and environmental sustainability and understand 

that resources need to be protected in order to “keep our environment save”. Overall it can be 
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concluded, that interest in the topic is present but that participants are confused and demand 

more and especially more precise information and education. 

 

5.2.2 RQ2: Factors positively influencing consumers’ buying decision of apparel and 

food products 

 

Both focus groups concluded, that the marketing stimuli have the most influence on buying 

decisions. In particular these are product, price, promotion and place. 

 

Product 

Quality is one of the most decisive purchasing factors. Quality in the food industry is 

connected with the taste, ingredients, cultivation as well as aesthetics and packaging. 

Participants see quality in the apparel industry in terms of ‘value’ and ‘benefit’, which include 

feel, comfort, fit, practicability, material and durability. Despite the different perceptions of 

quality in those two industries, participants emphasized the importance of quality for their 

buying decision. 

 

Price 

Price is another marketing stimulus that greatly influences the buying decisions in the food 

and apparel industry. Participants of both focus groups stated that the student budget was tight 

and that they were forced to make buying decisions according to their meager income. 

 

Promotion  

For both focus groups promotion influenced the purchasing decisions. In both industries 

products that are highly promoted are more likely to be bought by the members of the focus 

groups. Thereby, it was striking that in the apparel focus group highly promoted or famous 

clothing brands did not act as a sales argument but rather as a barrier to purchase. This implies 

that the image of a brand is no important element of the purchasing decision. What is 

important in both industries is trend. Especially in the apparel focus group it became evident 

that the look of the clothing has to follow the current trend. Environmentally sustainable food 

was perceived as being hip that portrays a sales argument. In a broader sense experience can 

be seen as a promotional element as well. The apparel focus group sees previous experience 

as an important influencing factor since they said that they would have returned to a clothing 

store with which they have had previous good experiences.  
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Place 

For both focus groups the availability of the desired product is of great importance. Members 

of the apparel focus group stated that they always went to the same stores if they looked for a 

new piece of clothing. The food focus group said that they only went to one shop for food 

shopping. For both focus groups shopping has to be convenient which means that they do not 

want to spend additional time or effort on their shopping routines. This implies that products 

with a high availability are more likely to being purchased.  

 

 

5.2.3 RQ3: Factors negatively influencing consumers’ buying decision of 

environmentally sustainable food and apparel 

 

Internal Barriers 

The internal barrier knowledge negatively influences participants’ environmentally 

sustainable buying decisions in this sense, that participants are unaware of the negative 

influences of their current consumption patterns on the environment. Participants think of 

environmentally sustainable food and apparel as the lifestyle of eco-conscious people, and as 

‘hip’ rather than a necessity. In the both industries participants cherish mistrust against 

environmentally sustainable labels and company practices. They think of environmentally 

sustainable apparel and food as a marketing tool to increase sale figures. Members of both 

focus groups expressed their consternation with respect to environmentally sustainable 

apparel and food. Participants feel that their additional time and effort is worthless since they 

cannot change the current situation. 

 
External Barriers 

Participants of both focus groups see the availability of environmentally sustainable food and 

apparel as negative factor to their environmentally sustainable buying decisions. According to 

them their choices are limited and they have to go to special stores in order to buy 

environmentally sustainable food or apparel. Especially in the apparel industry the small 

choice is further limited through unfashionable styles and trends of products. Furthermore, 

due to the lack of advertisement the participants most often tend to buy conventional 

products. In both focus groups it became evident that there is not enough information 
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available about the products. Due to this lack of transparency from a company’s side, mistrust 

in those products is created.  

 
Within the apparel industry price is a multi-dimensional barrier that is connected with various 

barriers. Participants argue why they should pay more for untrendy products they do not trust 

and have no certain information about. Therefore, premium pricing is a complex and multi-

dimensional external barrier.  In the food focus group price was a decisive factor as well. The 

participants are unsure of what benefits they get when buying these products which is why 

they tend to buy cheaper alternatives.    
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6 Findings and Conclusion 
 

In this chapter the finding and conclusion of the research are be presented and the research 

questions, which were raised in Chapter 1, are answered. Thereafter, the implications for 

practitioners and the implications for further research will be shown before discussing the 

limitations of this research.  

 

6.1 Associations and knowledge about environmental sustainability 

Knowledge 

Previous research shows that specific knowledge about, and familiarity with sustainability as 

well as its elements is low (Jin Gam, 2011). It further claims that consumers merely have a 

broad awareness about environmental issues (Hill & Lee, 2012). These statements can only be 

supported partly.  

 

Both focus groups show that participants have a fairly good knowledge about environmental 

sustainability in general as well as in both industries. Participants in both focus groups did not 

only mention aspects of environmental sustainability that are in line with previous research, 

but questioned and discussed further aspects previous research did not mention, such as the 

importance of the supply chain or the question whether or not organic food and apparel is 

really environmentally sustainable. 

 

Despite their fair overall knowledge participants admitted that they are confused about 

sustainability and do not understand what the term really means. Only one of the focus groups 

could come up with an actual definition of the term sustainability. Although consumers are 

able to differentiate between environmental concern and environmental sustainability it is 

obvious that sustainability in general and environmental sustainability are treated as one and 

the same and that both are not distinct concepts to consumers.  

 

Consumers show awareness in issues within the food and apparel industries. These are, 

however, rather social sustainability related than environmentally sustainable. Consumers do 

not think about negative influences their current shopping patterns might have on the 

environment and have hence, a limited awareness of environmental issues within the food and 

apparel industry. 
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According to the findings of this research knowledge about environmental sustainability is 

present in respectable amounts within the food and apparel industry. This knowledge is, 

however, rather limited to theoretic concepts and aspects than to implementation in reality and 

hence has no influence on consumers’ current behavior.  

 

Associations 

Hill and Lee (2012) state that consumers perceive and associate themes such as 

‘environmentally friendly ideas and practices’, ‘social and economic themes’ and ‘future and 

consideration of long-term effects’ with sustainability in general and with environmental 

sustainability. These findings are supported by this research. Consumers’ main associations 

include environmental friendly processes from the acquisition of resources, to non-toxic, non-

harmful production processes and reuse and recycling activities. Consumers further associate 

durable products, working conditions and protection of natural resources with environmental 

sustainability. 

 

Within the apparel industry associations with environmental sustainability additionally 

included unfashionable and “hippie”. 

 

The findings of consumers’ associations support the notion that consumers do not fully 

understand the concept of sustainability and its elements. 
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6.2 Factors positively influencing the buying decision 

This research showed, that marketing stimuli have the most influence on buying decisions. In 

particular these are the product, price, place and promotion. 

 

Product 

One aspect of the product is the quality. It depicts an important factor that influences the 

purchasing decision (Ellis, McCracken, & Skuza, 2012).  Quality in the food industry is 

connected with the taste, ingredients, cultivation as well as aesthetics and packaging. Quality 

in the apparel industry is seen in terms of ‘value’ and ‘benefit’, which include feel, comfort, 

fit, practicability, material and durability. This supports the theory by Ellis et. al. (2012) that 

fit as well as touch and feel are relevant attributes regarding quality and overall buying 

decision in apparel retailing. Despite the different perceptions of quality in those two 

industries the importance of quality has a major influence on the buying decision. This 

supports the theory by Wier & Calverley (2012) that product-specific characteristics that 

provide a direct benefit to the buyer are more important in the purchasing decision of 

environmentally sustainable products than production-process-specific characteristics that 

provide indirect benefits.  

 

Price 

Price also has an impact on buying decisions in the food and apparel industry. The theory by 

Laroche, Bergeron & Barbaro-Forlea (2001) could be confirmed that customers only accept to 

pay a premium price when they believe that the overall environmental benefit outweighs the 

costs of the product. This indicated that price could also be seen as an external barrier to 

purchase. Due to a tight budget customers are forced to make buying decisions according to 

their meager income. 

 

Place 

The availability of the desired product is of great importance. The findings of this thesis show 

that shopping has to be convenient which means that no additional time or effort is invested in 

the purchase. This implies that products with a high availability are more likely to being 

purchased. 
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Promotion 

Promotion itself acts as a sales argument. Products that are promoted are more likely to be 

bought according to the focus group. Thereby, the image of the brand or product seems 

negligible. That the majority of consumers do not care how a company behaves (Carrigan & 

Attalla, 2001). This tendency was verified by this study. Although some consumers may hold 

ethical and environmentally conscious attitudes the buying decisions are based on other 

factors that outweigh ethical, environmental or sustainable considerations (Hiller Connell & 

Kozar, 2014). Furthermore, trend is an important aspect. Especially clothing has to follow the 

current trend based on the findings of the focus group and previous literature (Carrigan 

& Attalla, 2001; Ellis et al., 2012; Fadiga et al., 2005).  

 

6.3 Factors negatively influencing the buying decision 

This study identified several internal as well as external barriers that prevent potential 

consumers to purchase environmentally sustainable apparel or food.  

 

Internal Barriers 

Previous research states that limited knowledge and awareness are constraints in engaging in 

eco-conscious behavior and that people who lack that knowledge rely on mainstream 

companies to fulfill their needs (Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009). This can be supported by this 

research. 

 

Knowledge about the products as well as attitudes and beliefs were identified as internal 

barriers to purchase. However, there is a difference between the internal barrier knowledge of 

previous research and this thesis. Previous research defined the internal barrier knowledge as 

an overall lack of knowledge regarding sustainability, whereas in this thesis the internal 

barrier of knowledge is connected with lacking awareness and the external barrier of missing 

product information. 
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Due to lacking awareness of the importance to buy environmentally sustainable products as 

well as lacking knowledge about the benefits of these products costumers tend to buy other 

alternatives. The research also showed that trust in environmentally sustainable products is a 

huge issue, in the apparel as well as in the food industry. The costumers do not believe that 

the products were produced in an environmentally sustainable way and thus show great 

mistrust against labels implying so.  

 

External barriers  

Availability depicts a severe external barrier to purchase. It exists in both examined industries 

whereby it is more serious in the apparel industry since the customers do on one hand not 

know where to shop environmentally sustainable clothing. and on the other products with a 

desired design are not available. The food industry is still suffering from a low perceived 

availability even though most products are available in a normal supermarket. The missing 

product information represents another important external barriers. In both industries the 

consumers wish for more transparency and easier access to product and company related 

information. They feel they need too much time to obtain all the necessary product 

information and associate the purchase of sustainable products with a greater effort. The 

higher price of environmentally sustainable products represents a major obstacle for the 

buying decision. Customers do not see the higher value or benefit they would get from a 

purchase of these products, which is the reason why they rather buy cheaper alternatives.  

 

According to these findings previous research can be supported. This research can conclude 

that knowledge and attitudes and beliefs serve as internal barriers. External barriers to 

environmentally sustainable consumption behavior include availability, missing product 

information and premium pricing. 
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6.4 General conclusion 

This thesis aimed at providing a start to fill the gap between consumer’s environmental 

sustainability knowledge and what companies need to do in order to gain a competitive 

advantage by implementing environmentally sustainable practice.  

 
Findings of previous research could be backed up and further important aspects were found. 

This research especially contributed the aspects of mistrust and complexity of positively as 

well as negatively influencing factors, in form of external and internal barriers, to consumers’ 

buying decision to the field of environmental sustainability research.  

 

The findings of this thesis show the overwhelming mistrust of consumers towards 

environmentally sustainable campaigns by companies. Hence, companies seeking to gain a 

competitive advantage through environmental sustainability need to become more transparent 

and improve their communication. This can be achieved by an integrated external and internal 

sustainability communication approach by the organization (Craig & Allen, 2013). Internal 

communication must be consistent, uniform and transparent throughout all organization’s 

levels and the supply chain to lay the foundation for consumers’ trust. External 

communication’s challenges is to understand consumers’ perceptions of environmental 

sustainability in order to facilitate the design of marketing campaigns as well as to ensure that 

unethical marketing practitioners do not mislead consumers (Simpson & Radford, 2012). It 

further has to point out implications of consumers’ consumption choices and take more 

responsibility in guiding them towards sustainable choices (ibid.). Additionally, it needs to 

provide education and develop knowledge (Hiller Connell & Kozar, 2014). By implementing 

an internal and external environmental sustainability approach organizations can exploit the 

environmental knowledge cycle (Figure 2-5) and gain a competitive advantage. 

 

The thesis’ findings reveal the complexity and multidimensionality of positive influencing 

factors to consumers’ buying decisions as well as to barriers preventing consumers to engage 

in environmentally sustainable apparel or food. It points out, that these factors have multiple 

and complex interdependencies and cannot be treated as an independent system. It is rather a 

system with many correlations, dependencies and sub- factors, which makes it difficult to 

regulate and almost impossible to predict outcomes. 
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6.5 Implication for theory 

This research provides further insights into perception and knowledge of young adults within 

the food and apparel industry. It additionally examined positive and negative influencing 

factors to buying decisions within the two industries.  

 

Although, previous research can mainly be backed up with this thesis new aspects were 

found. The multidimensionality and complexity of factors positively and negatively 

influencing consumers’ buying decisions within the food and apparel industry and the severe 

mistrust towards sustainability products has not been the focus of previous research. The 

results may be questionable regarding its reliability and validity but nonetheless conclusions 

drawn from the thesis’ research questions point out different implications for companies and 

other organizations involved in environmental sustainability. 

6.6 Implications for practitioners  

The implications for practitioners are addressed to all people involved in environmental 

sustainability within the food and apparel industry. The most crucial finding of the study is 

the lack of information. The consumers wish for more transparency, easier access to 

information as well as information that allows them to trust in these products.  

 

Previous, as well as this research, points out that knowledge of sustainability forms the base 

in order to be able to understand its impact (Craig & Allen, 2013). People who have this 

knowledge are more likely to want to learn more about sustainability (ibid) and are more 

likely to engage in pro-environmental purchase behaviors (Hustvedt & Dickson, 2009).  

 

For sustainable initiatives to succeed it is necessary to understand how they are perceived by 

potential customers (Simpson & Radford, 2012). Therefore, consumers must first be aware of 

sustainability initiatives by an organization before they see the impact and become more 

interested in learning more (Craig & Allen, 2013). Hence, communication is key to the 

understanding and implementation of sustainability initiatives (ibid). As consequence, 

companies offering sustainable products have to work on their communication and deliver 

desired information to the consumer by informing them more effectively about their brands 

and by creating additional visibility through targeted media campaigns. 
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This research further supports Simpson’s, Bonnie’s and Radford’s (2012) findings that 

consumers show greater concern about the consequences of current consumption levels and 

production processes. In combination with growing demand for genuinely environmentally 

sustainable products, marketers have a real opportunity to enhance their image and increase 

consumer appreciation, as well as gain a competitive advantage by positioning themselves as 

environmental sustainable (Simpson & Radford, 2012). 

6.7 Implications for further research 

During the research process some areas for further research were identified.  

 

• Research on consumers’ influence 

Many consumers admitted that they are consternated since their behavior and choice make 

no difference and do not change the current situation. It would be interesting to find out if 

consumers could actually change something with their buying decision and consumption 

behavior if this would lead to a significant impact in consumers’ involvement in eco-

conscious buying and consumption behavior. 

 

• Research on consumers’ mistrust 

 This thesis detected severe mistrust towards the actual sustainability of products. Hence, 

it would be interesting to do research on cause, effect and possible solutions to this 

mistrust. 

 

• Research on effectiveness of environmentally sustainable marketing campaigns and 

greater availability 

According to consumers they would think and behave differently if they knew about their 

choices and are more exposed to environmentally sustainable products. Hence, it would be 

interesting to research if consumers’ buying behavior in fact changes with a higher 

exposure to environmentally sustainable marketing campaigns and an increased 

availability of environmentally sustainable products. 
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• Research on different social groups 

The primary research for this study was based on university students. It would be 

interesting to analyze the knowledge and buying decisions of other social groups and 

compare similarities and differences. 

 

• Research on geographic difference 

Another interesting field to study would be if there were country specific differences. 

Even though this study involved participants from different nations it is not possible to 

draw a conclusion about country specific similarities or differences in the knowledge 

about environmental sustainability or their purchasing behavior.  

 

• Research on the remaining two pillars of sustainability 

Furthermore the influence of the other two pillars of sustainability – social and economic 

– would be interesting for further research to explore and to analyze how these connect 

and interact with regard to gaining a competitive advantage. 
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6.8 Limitations 

This study is subjected to several limitations. First of all due to the fact that this study is based 

on a qualitative research, the results can only be generalized carefully. A qualitative research 

approach might bring about critical evaluation of the collected information, since 

interpretations of the research team are necessary. As consequence, information might be 

biased through reduction and emphasis because of different values between the research team 

and other researchers. 

 

Additionally, as this thesis includes a focus group research method, it can be criticized that 

the amount of respondents does not allow drawing conclusions for generality or for making 

statistical generalizations.  

 

Furthermore this study was only focused on students from the Luleå University of 

Technology. Although, it provided the possibility to gather viewpoints and opinions from 

various nationalities it can still be seen as a limitation for this study and might have an 

influence on the overall outcome.  

 

Another limitation of the study is that both focus groups were held in English, which served 

as a lingua franca. This could have had the effect that the participants could not express 

exactly the thought they had about the different questions raised. 
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1 Research objectives
The research objectives are to answer the following research questions and to use this data to
fill the gap between consumers’ environmental sustainability knowledge and perception and
what environmental sustainable companies need to do in order to gain competitive advantage
over their rivals.

1. What do customers know and associate with the term environmental sustainability
• in general
• in the apparel industry
• in the food industry

2. What factors positively influence consumers’ purchasing behavior within the food and
apparel industry?

3. What factors prevent consumers from purchasing environmental sustainable products
within those industries?

2 Respondent Profile
The respondents will be chosen from the moderators Hannah Hornung and Christian Hecker.
The focus groups, one regarding apparel, the other one regarding food, consisting of 6–8
people, are divided in equal parts of males and females. All focus group participants are
between 18 and 25 years old and are enrolled students at the Lule̊a campus of the Lule̊a
University of Technology. Since this study is of international relevance and importance the
focus group includes swedish as well as international students.

3 Logistics of Focus Group
Interviews/ focus group(s) will be held on Campus of Lule̊a University of Technology be-
tween April 28th and May 6th. Specific location and time will be discussed with focus group
members.

4 Introduction
In the introduction phase of the focus group we set the tone for the interview and start
building rapport. The purpose of the focus group is to get the respondents talking and
feeling comfortable. The introduction should therefore include an easy question to answer.
(focusgrouptips.com)
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Tasks
1. Introduce yourself to the respondents

2. State general purpose of this focus group
DO NOT mention it is about environmental sustainability, just say it is about buying
decisions

3. Estimate and tell them the time of the focus group: 75-90 min.

4. Tell respondents what they will be doing
• Have a conversation and discussion with moderators and other participants about

environmental sustainability in general and within the food and apparel industry.
• Please answer what your opinion is and be honest and do not be ashamed in case

you do not know the answer to a question, there is no right or wrong, there is
only your opinion

• We will sometimes ask you to give your answer in bullets points or within a one–
to–two sentence answer in writing

• Also, feel free to serve yourself with ”Fika” we brought

5. Tell respondents that their answer will only be used for research reasons, here the
Bachelor Thesis, remain confidential and that their names will remain anonymous and
will not be mentioned within the written report, oral presentation or any other form of
communication to supervisors. professors or other students.

6. Ask permission to record the interviews!!!

7. Tell participants to write down gender, age and nationality on their answer sheet

5 Factors positively influencing buying decision of food and
apparel products

What factors positively influence consumers’ purchasing behavior, regarding their actual buying decision,
within the food and apparel
industry?

Icebreaker Question
When was the last time you purchased clothing (groceries)?
What clothing (groceries) did you buy and when do you usually buy clothings?

Question 1
When you buy clothing (food), what are the factors/characteristics that determine your
purchasing decision? For what are you looking for when you buy clothing (food)?

Lule̊a University of Technology
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6 Knowledge about and associations with environmental
sustainability

What do customers know and associate with the term environmental sustainability?
• in general
• in the apparel industry
• in the food industry

6.1 General knowledge and associations
Question 2

We would like to understand what the term “environmental sustainability” means to you.
Please take a moment to brainstorm and list words that come to your mind when you hear
or see the terms “environmental sustainable” or “environmental sustainability.”

Question 3

When a company refers to their products as environmental sustainable, what do you think
this might mean? E.g.think of a company that markets their products as environmental
sustainable, what do you expect of such a product? Please mention aspects that are relevant
to your perception of the product

6.2 Knowledge and association in the apparel and food industry

Question 4
What do you associate with environmental sustainability in the clothing industry
(food industry)?
Please list your aspects.

Question 5
What do you think are negative consequences in environmental terms, to your clothing(food)
consumption patterns? Think about production, distribution, selling and consumption of
these items and how these steps might negatively affect the environment.
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7 Factors negatively influencing buying decision of
environmentally sustainable food and clothing

What factors negatively influence consumer’s buying decision regarding environmental sustainable apparel and
food products?

Question 6
When you have the choice between e.g a pullover, one with the label ”environmental sus-
tainable” the other without it, which one would you buy and why?

Question 7
What factors and aspects negatively influence your buying decision regarding environmental
clothing (food)?

Lule̊a University of Technology
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