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1.0 Introduction  

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Relevance of topic  

In 2010 the concept of sustainability has been explained as an “emerging megatrend” (Harvard Business 

Review, 2010). This is more than ever true today since sustainability has developed and become a huge part of 

almost every daily context, with no exception for corporations and businesses. For corporations and businesses, 

nowadays, it is somewhat mandatory to act sustainably in order to meet the standards and requirements of 

regulations and legislations, satisfy the expectations of society and thus maintain and improve brand reputation. 

Indeed, sustainability has become a vitally important goal to strive for among diverse stakeholders such as 

investors, customers, and policymakers (Werbach, 2009).  

Focusing on the Luxury Industry, companies have for a long time ignored the sustainability trend even though it 

has become an important aspect in almost every other industry and is being increasingly incorporated into the 

business idea in corporations. In 2014 in a study by Salon, consumers ranked the Luxury industry as the least 

sustainable industry, even less sustainable than the Financial- and Petrol sectors (Hashmi, 2017). The Luxury 

industry is usually welcoming trends, but due to the clash of sustainability and luxury, this trend has been 

challenging for the Luxury market to adopt. 

 

The luxury sector's widespread reach is reflected by the composition of goods, services, and experiences in 

many categories. The luxury industry includes automobiles, personal luxury goods, travel, art, gourmet food, 

liquor, private jets & yachts, etc., which implies the luxury market's large cover. Personal luxury goods which is 

the heart of the luxury industry accounted for 283 billion of the total luxury market 1.14 trillion euros in 2021. 

Further for the personal luxury goods, it is expected to continue to recover from Covid-19 with an annual 

growth rate of 6-8% until 2025 (Bain & Company, 2021).  

 

Focusing on luxury consumers, a new generation of consumers is now entering the luxury market:  Millennials 

and Generation Z (Gen Y and Gen Z). As Millennials and Gen Z account for 85 % of global luxury sales growth 

Luxury brands must align with these generations’ values and expectations. In a report from Bain & Company, 

Millennials and Gen Z are predicted to account for nearly half of the total luxury goods sales by 2025 (2016). 

One of the attributes that distinguish Millennials from other generations is the fact that they are more conscious 

and aware of the environmental and social impact of their purchase decisions. It is a generation that engages 

with high-end brands, not only because of their aesthetic preferences but more importantly because of aligning 
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values (Forbes, 2022)(luxe.digital 2022). Hence, for high-end brands to stay relevant and keep their status in the 

luxury market, it seems crucial to keep up with the sustainability trend and be part of ethical and sustainable 

luxury, changing their priorities from being focused on product excellence to be focused on reaching and 

ensuring deeper meanings of its offerings that go beyond product considerations.  

 

The British brand Stella McCartney, is one of the leading luxury brands which is committed to sustainability, by 

being kinder to the environment, animals and humans. On the website, there is a timeline which shows different 

actions the brand has taken to become more sustainable. Since the start in 2001 it was a brand using no leather, 

feather, fur and skin, followed by other incitements such us beginning with organic cotton, recycled polyester, 

100% sustainable viscose, ensure paper and cardboard packaging being certified as sustainable and so on (Stella 

McCartney, 2022). Even in the marketing campaigns, Stella McCartney has taken actions and been directly 

speaking to its audience. For instance, Stella McCartney in 2019 launched a campaign “Agents of Change”,  

where the brand advertises action in an eco-labelled campaign. In the campaign, the cast is based on models 

who have taken a stand for sustainable fashion in the luxury industry. The campaign is not only selling clothes, 

but also an attempt to make people take a stand to save the world.   

 

Moreover, several other luxury brands are working to minimize their negative environmental and social impact 

(e.g, Deilotte 2019) where sustainability often is highlighted as a core pillar in their mission and corporate 

strategy through their official channels (Janssen, C., Vanhamme, J., Lindgreen, A., & Lefebvre, C. 2014). 

Despite the efforts of several brands, the majority is still modest about sustainability in their product-oriented 

communication directly to customers. De Angleis, Donatello and Amatulli (2021) highlight this by referring to 

Gucci’s EP&L, in comparison to the website of Gucci where only 1 of 80 both female and male product 

categories is listing sustainability as a product feature. A reason for this may be what some studies have shown, 

which is that a lot of luxury consumers do not mean that environmental protection is a factor of primary 

importance (Davies et al., 2012, Griskevicius et al., 2010). In fact, sustainability may even lower consumers’ 

perception of luxury goods’ quality (Achabou and Dekhili, 2013;2019).  

 

However, as the luxury industry is meeting a new audience, Gen Y and Gen Z where aligning values is of 

greater importance in the choice of buying luxury products, brands may be pushed to act accordingly to keep 

their position in the luxury industry and still be attractive to these generations. For luxury brands to shift 

towards a sustainable path, guidelines in what way and how to communicate sustainability may be necessary. 

Especially because of the “contradiction”, between luxury and sustainability. This may have led to scepticism 

about combining the concepts, and that sustainability could harm the luxury perception in different ways. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib12
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib21
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib1
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As the literature is still limited on sustainable luxury, it seems crucial to continue studying how luxury firms 

should promote their sustainable practices to reach consumers’ consensus and increase their purchases.  

 

In the following thesis, I briefly review relevant literature to understand the topic of sustainability within the 

luxury fashion industry and gain broader knowledge of sustainable communication strategies in the context of 

luxury fashion products. Based on this, the research question of the thesis has been formulated accordingly: 

 

RQ: “How are different sustainable communication strategies, either with a social sustainability focus, or 

environmental sustainability focus, affecting consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products?” 

 

Further, the thesis attempts to answer the research question by constructing a conceptual framework and by 

developing hypotheses. Based on previous findings and literature the conceptual framework of the study took 

the form of a simple mediation model. The simple mediation model aims to explain the relationship between 

Communication strategy and Willingness to buy, via Perceived quality.   

 

Further a description of the methodology is outlined. To test the hypotheses, an online experiment on Qualtrics 

with an in-between design has been conducted. A fictitious brand was created AURORA DSGN to avoid any 

biases due to former relationship to any other luxury brand. Moreover, to test the effect of the different 

sustainable marketing strategies of interest, social sustainability communication strategy and environmental 

sustainability communication strategy, a creation of the two conditions were necessary. The conditions were 

manipulated and took the form of a brand description and a marketing campaign poster.  

 

From this, statistical analyses were made in the statistical program SPSS. Further the results are presented.  

Findings are relevant for the management of luxury firms and contribute with new important knowledge to the 

current literature of sustainable luxury, in the topic of marketing and communicating strategies.  

 

Lastly, based on the findings, the thesis discusses managerial implications, theoretical implications, future 

research and limitations.  
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2.0 Literature review 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

At first sight and for a long time luxury and sustainability might be considered as two paradoxical concepts with 

no possibility of becoming linked (Kapferer, 2016). However, recently a potential space for interconnection has 

been highlighted: due to the Luxury Industry’s growth and global significance, the concept of sustainable luxury 

has gained more interest and been brought up for discussion within luxury firms (Dean, 2018). An overview of 

the concepts separately and in combination is illustrated in the following paragraphs.  

  

2.1 Luxury 

The concept of luxury evolving that and is always on the move where its appearance will constantly keep 

changing (Kapferer 2008) Luxury is a Latin word that has two meanings. In a positive sense, it can mean light 

(the angel) whereas it in a negative sense can mean, bad habit (the devil). McKinsey (1990) gives in economic 

terms the following definition on luxury “luxury objects are those whose price/quality relationship is the highest 

of the market and whose demand curve, characterized by a convexity at a positive price, increases more than 

proportionally with respect to the cost.” However, the luxury concept is about way more things than high prices, 

money, and spending, which make the definition by McKinsey weak and not sufficient. The most striking 

characteristic of luxury is the attribute of intangibility. Christian Hafner, Head of the brand department at 

Swarovski portraits the concept of luxury: “Luxury is about history, authenticity, depth and being a partner. 

Buying a luxury product is like a love affair”.  

 

A very broad and basic definition of luxury is summarized by Heine (2012) “Luxury is anything that is 

desirable and more than necessary and ordinary.”  However, Godiva Koen adds an important dimension “luxury 

is defined differently by people depending on what they value.” (Hanna 2004). Further Roux (1991) explains a 

luxury brand to be characterized by the symbolic, imaginary, or social added value which distinguishes it from 

other brands. Branding is the key within the luxury industry. Luxury brands know that innovation, aesthetics, 

and product design should be portrayed through a strong brand to become effective and appeal to the 

psychology of consumers.  

 

Despite many explanations of Luxury, there is a lack of a universally agreed definition. However, some key 

characteristics have been illustrated in conceptualization, models, and frameworks. These characteristics are 

excellent quality, scarcity, uniqueness and exclusivity, aesthetic and poly-sensuality, heritage and identity, 

fulfilment of dreams and superfluousness, symbolism, and expensive and elite (Dubois, et al. 2001). Moreover, 
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a luxury brand or product can not only be explained by its typical characteristics, because today, it also should 

appeal to the creativeness, previous experience, feelings and emotional value of the person considered the 

customer, to create that special feeling of luxury (Hanna 2004,)  

  

The Luxury sector has a widespread reach, reflected by the composition of goods, services, and experiences in 

lots of categories. In 2021 the total value of the Global Luxury market reached a level of approximately 1.14 

trillion euros. Personal luxury goods accounted for 283 billion euros of these, only beaten by the automobile 

category (551 billion euros). Personal luxury goods cover the five following segments: Luxury Leather Goods, 

Luxury Watches and Jewelry, Luxury Fashion, Luxury Eyewear and Prestige Cosmetics and Fragrances. Asia 

was the leading region of sales of personal luxury goods in luxury in 2021, followed by America and Europe. 

However, America is currently the leading country (Bain & Company 2021) 

  

2.2 Sustainability 

 Jenkins and Schröder (2013) summarize citations of Vogt (2010) and (Kreibich 2011),and conclude 

“Sustainability has developed into the categorical imperative of contemporary responsibility for Creation and 

the 21st century has been chosen as the century of sustainable development”.  

 

It all started at the UN conference in 1972 in Stockholm wheree the concept of sustainable development got its 

first international acknowledgement. Going from there it was the UN Brundtland Report in 1987 that started 

spreading the concept. International and political undertakings such as Agenda 21 and Agenda 2030 are 

programs regarding sustainable development created by the United Nation to encourage governments to act 

sustainably and work towards united goals. Agenda 2030 is built around 17 Global Goals, which are integrated 

and balance all three sustainable dimensions: economic, social, and environmental (Government, 2022). In 

short, sustainable development is defined: “Sustainable development is a development that meets the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WECD, 1987).  

 

As the definition of Luxury is both many and blurry, the concept of sustainability seems to follow the same 

lead. There are many definitions, and the has become a buzzword used by everyone everywhere.  One of the 

most famous explanations of sustainability may have come from John Elkington during the mid-1990s who 

encompassed a new framework called the “triple bottom line” (TBL) with its focus on 3Ps: Profit, People and 

Planet. Importantly, this framework sheds light on the importance of environmental and social aspects, and not 

solely on the financial to generate profit. Indeed, the idea behind the model is to show that when the company 

improves in all three areas, the business’s overall wealth will increase too. In this research, it is the 
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environmental and social pillars that are examined further, however, a description of each pillar, including 

economic one, is found below, to clarify the concept of sustainability.  

 

2.2.1 Profit - Economic sustainability 

The aspect of being economically sustainable in practice means that a business is profitable. However, the 

economic pillar can never trump the other pillars. It is defined as “practices that support long-term economic 

growth without negatively impacting social, environmental and cultural aspects of the community” (Umv, 

2022). The economic pillar indicates a production system, where present consumption levels are satisfied 

without compromising future needs (Basiago 1999). It includes the production, distribution, and consumption of 

goods and services. Though the economic pillar is about corporations being profitable, it is not about being 

profitable at all costs. Being sustainable in an economic manner means companies have to be responsible, not 

make a profit while overlooking the social and environmental pillars (meuresiduo, 2022). 

  

The economic pillar is also in some settings referred to as the governance pillar, meaning good governance 

where boards of directors and management align with the interest of shareholders, the company’s community, 

value chains, and end-user customers. Investors may require that companies use legitimate and transparent 

accounting methods, and stakeholders may require to have the opportunity to vote on important questions 

(Investopedia, 2022)  

2.2.2 Planet - Environmental Sustainability 

Following United Nations (UN) World Commission on Environment and Development, environmental 

sustainability “is about acting in a way that ensures future generations have the natural resources available to 

live an equal, if not better, way of life as current generations.”  Environmental sustainability emphasizes the life 

support system, where ecological integrity is maintained, and the environmental systems are in balance. 

This means that the atmosphere (air) biosphere (living organisms), hydrosphere (water), cryosphere (ice), 

Pedosphere (soil) and lithosphere (rock) (Oxford Reference, 2022) is preserved and not harmed by people in 

any way. These elements work as an ecosystem, which is affected by human activities. To keep this ecosystem 

in balance, for instance, natural resources needed for economic production or for human life to occur must be 

consumed by consciousness, so resources are able to replenish themselves.  

 

Ensuring environmental sustainability means the consumption of the world’s natural resources, such as raw 

materials, energy fuels, land, water etc.  must happen at a sustainable pace and rate. The use of resources must 

be considered through several aspects such as material scarcity, damage to the environment from extraction. 

Production and consumption choices must consider whether resources can be used and kept within the 

https://sustainability.umw.edu/areas-of-sustainability/economic-sustainability/
https://sustainability.umw.edu/areas-of-sustainability/economic-sustainability/
https://meuresiduo/
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principles of Circular Economy, which means that the production and consumption involve sharing, leasing, 

reusing, repairing, refurbishing, and recycling existing products and materials for as long as possible. By using 

this model, the life cycle of products becomes longer, while waste is becoming minimum (European Parliament 

2022).  

 

2.2.3 People - Social Sustainability 

Social sustainability which often gets forgotten in light of the environmental focus, is about the impact of 

economic production and consumption systems on humanity, social communities or people in general terms. 

This dimension has not only got forgotten, but it has also neither got the same treatment as the other two pillars: 

profit and environmental ones (Cuthill, 2009; Vavik & Keitsch, 2010). According to UN, social sustainability is 

about “identifying and managing business impacts, both positive and negative, on people” (Unglobalcompact, 

2020).  The first six principles of the UN Global Compact focus on the social aspect by its guidance concerning 

human rights and labor. See list of principles below: 

 

Human rights 

Principe 1: Businesses should support and respect the protection of internationally proclaimed human rights 

Principle 2: make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses. 

Labour 

Principle 3: Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to 

collective bargaining; 

Principle 4: the elimination of all forms of forced and compulsory labor; 

Principle 5: the effective abolition of child labor; and 

Principle 6: the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation” (UN Global Compact, 

2022).  

Moreover, the people category, cited in the UN definition, includes all corporates’ stakeholders, such as 

employees, investors, customers, communities where the company operates, workers throughout the value 

chain, future generations etc. In practice, this means that a business must take into account its direct and indirect 

impact on all its stakeholders and manage impacts proactively (Unglobalcompact, 2022). The objective of social 

sustainability is to ensure that human rights and necessities are attainable by everyone and respected, now and 

in the future. This means that the physical environment stays in shape, but the emphasis on social sustainability 

is to ensure humans have what they need, stay healthy and feel safe. While it is the duty of governments to 

protect, respect, fulfil and realize human rights, companies, should do their part (Unglobalcompact, 2022). 

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles/principle-1
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles/principle-3
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles/principle-4
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles/principle-5
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles/principle-6
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2.3 Luxury and Sustainability – From a contradiction view to a perfect match? 

An obvious clash is directly found between the definitions and perceptions of luxury and sustainability where 

the luxury definition is explained to go beyond a specific need, while sustainability is about fulfilling a 

fundamental need. Sustainable development is a key issue for all businesses nowadays, including luxury, not 

mainly for its size, but because of what it symbolizes. The steadily growing luxury industry symbolizes a 

consumption that is not based on functionality (Kapferer & Michaut 2013). Some research within luxury 

marketing emphasizes the differences between luxury and sustainability (Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau, 

2015), pointing out that sustainability is about simplicity where resources are consumed with consciousness, 

moderation, and modesty, whereas on the contrary, luxury is much about uniqueness where rare, exotic, and 

sometimes limited resources are used. Further looking on the luxury industry from an economic point of view, 

the industry practices a maximation of gross margins, where luxury providers focus on value creation. The 

luxury industry has a quality over cost focus throughout the entire value chain whereas the values of 

sustainability development privilege economy over high quality 

  

Other previous studies show that there might be a match between sustainability and luxury (Batats, 2019:2020). 

This has led the current literature on sustainable luxury consumption to have two diverging views: a negative 

one and a positive one. The “negative view” portrays the incompatibility of the two concepts, whereas the 

“positive view” suggests the two concepts to be a compatible match. 

  

Beckham and Voyer (2014) find that even though luxury consumers have a positive response towards 

sustainability and luxury, “the normal luxury consumers” prefer not to buy sustainable products. De Pierro and 

Edqard (2015) and Kapferer and Minchaut (2014) find that traditional luxury consumers perceive sustainability 

and luxury to be a contradiction. This does also Rajaprakasam (2022) partially find in his research focused on 

understanding why consumers have a particular view on the concept of sustainable luxury. Achabou and 

Dekhili (2013) highlighting one reason for this, by showing that recycled materials have a negative impact on 

consumers’ preferences. Moreover, these authors argue that consumers are only willing to buy eco-friendly 

products if companies manage to deliver sustainable products with attributes such as quality, design and color 

that still is equal to the conventional product. 

  

Rajapraksam (2022) find in his study “Luxury industry as a pioneer for sustainability through improved 

communication: A consumer perspctive”, that participants did not have enough knowledge on happenings 

within the luxury industry due to lack of communication from the industry. Already in 2007, the criticism 

regarding the lack of transparency of Luxury brands started in Deeper Luxury reports (Bendell & Kleanthous). 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0969698920312637#bib67
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0969698920312637#bib67
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The lack of transparency has continued, and Greenpeace reported lack of transparency for major brands such as 

Chanel, Prada and Hermes, which all of them refused to take part in a survey regarding the packaging of 

products and hazardous chemicals (2013). Rajaprakasam (2022) find that it is the lack of insight which is the 

reason of why people without any actual awareness of the issues within the luxury fashion industry, conclude 

the contradiction between luxury and sustainability. Following this Rajaprakasam (2022) propose that the 

contradiction appears to be based on communicative and psychological reasons. What society communicates 

and how they communicate about the luxury industry is one reason to how people view the industry, but also 

subjective psychological thinking should be seen as an influential source. This is something that Kastanakis and 

Balabanis (2012) and Truong and McColl (2011) Rajaprakasam (2022) states, showing that self-concept and 

psychological factors play an important role for consumers in purchases of luxury goods. Self-expression in 

combination with societal and image-related issues establishes a base for deeper roots of the contradiction. 

Continually Rajaprakasam (2022) presents three themes supporting the presence of contradictions, (1) 

Fundamental thoughts (2) no considerable purchasing factor (3) eco-image that conflicts with the luxury image. 

These three themes are demonstrating that the contradictory view does not seem to be product-related but 

concerns the overall luxury industry, subjective assumptions, and societal norms.  

  

To change from a contradictory view to a compatible one, Rajaprakasm (2022) suggests communication., 

because what must change is society. For this, he proposes it is possible that the luxury industry could work as a 

pioneer. Gardetti and Torres (2015) were the first ones to introduce sustainable luxury when launching their 

book. According to Amatulli, De Angelis and Donato (2021) sustainable luxury consumption is defined as 

“One’s ability to consume luxury goods and services that fulfil a person’s fundamental needs and improve his 

or her quality of life without adversely affecting the needs of future generations.” Amatulli et al (2017) suggest 

that the production and consumption of luxury brands might be considered “sustainable by definition”. 

However if sustainable luxury will be accepted and last, no one knows yet, but from several recent studies, 

more evidence is built to underline the statement of the compatibility between the two concepts. Rajaprakasm 

(2022) finds two contributing findings, first, most of the participants perceived the relationship between 

sustainability and luxury to be positive based on characteristics and mindset, second that all participants agreed 

to the statement that luxury could be a pioneer for sustainability. In this study participants also mentioned 

transparency regarding production to be important. Through increased communication, the existing 

contractionary view could change and actually be perceived as a match. 

  

Indeed, key features of luxury such as quality, rarity, heritage and durability reduce the gap and bring 

sustainability and luxury closer together. Guercini and Ranfagni (2013 p.80) claim that “luxury and 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Amatulli%2C+Cesare
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=de+Angelis%2C+Matteo
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Donato%2C+Carmela
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sustainability, especially in its environmental dimension, converge in the features of durability and rarity which 

constitute possible bridges between them”. Luxury product has symbolic relevance, where luxury products are 

status symbols and strengthen a person’s identity. However, the symbolic status should not only be seen in 

hedonic terms, since modern customers also buy luxury for other reasons than conspicuousness. Kapferer and 

Michaut (2015) find that for modern customers the contradiction between sustainability and luxury is low and 

that luxury customers of today expect brands to have sustainable productions.  

 

Indeed, Millennials and Gen Z are now the customers in focus for the luxury industry. Millennials mean anyone 

born between the 1980s and 1995, and Gen Z includes anyone born between 1996 and 2004 (Investopedia 

2022).  As these consumers are entering the luxury market a shift in expectations to be met by luxury companies 

is also happening. Indeed, the luxury industry is facing a shift from product excellence to deeper meanings that 

goes beyond product considerations. Since the Millennials and Gen Z was accounting for 85 % of global luxury 

sales growth in 2016, and 100 % of it in 2019 (Bain & Company) it is important that Luxury brands align with 

these generations’ values and expectations. In a report from Bain & Company (2016)., Millennials and Gen Z 

are predicted to account for nearly half of the total luxury goods sales by 2025. One of the attributes that 

distinguish Millennials from other generations is the fact that they are more conscious and aware of the 

environmental and social impact of their purchase decisions. It is a generation that engages with high-end 

brands, not only because of their aesthetic preferences but more importantly because of aligning values. Gen Z 

is also more influenced by sustainability and active in second-hand markets, than the average (Forbes 

2019). Because of these facts, for High-end brands to stay relevant and keep their status in the future luxury 

market, it seems crucial to keep up with the sustainability trend and be part of ethical and sustainable luxury. 

 

In a survey by Nielsen (2018), a gap regarding sustainable purchase intentions between Millennials and Baby 

boomers (born 1946-1965) was found. Results showed that Millennials are twice as likely as baby boomers (75 

% vs. 34 %), to definitely or probably change their habits in favor of reducing the impact on the environment. 

Moreover, in Bain & Company’s Luxury Goods Worldwide Market Study, customers also show their concerns 

about social responsibility, which goes beyond only the environmental impact. In the Study 80 % of luxury 

customers, most strikingly among millennials, respond that they prefer socially responsible brands. Also, 60 % 

of luxury customers mean that luxury brands should be even more engaged in the topic, than other industries. 

(Bain & Company 2019).  
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2.4 Sustainable marketing communication strategy in luxury fashion 

Given all this, even if it is far as common as in the Fast-Moving-Consumer Goods (FMCGs), several luxury 

brands have been working to minimize their negative environmental and social impact (e.g, Deilotte 2019) and 

communicating to consumers where sustainability often is highlighted as a core pillar in their mission and 

corporate strategy through their official channels. (Janssen, C., Vanhamme, J., Lindgreen, A., & Lefebvre, C. 

2014). Brands such as Stella McCartney and Vivienne Westwood have set specific sustainable and ethical 

standards that they are committed to. Already from the start, when Stella McCartney was launched in 2001, the 

brand has been committed to being kinder to the environment, animals, and humans. On the website it’s a 

timeline which shows different actions the brand has taken to become more sustainable. Since the start in 2001 

it was a brand using no leather, feather, fur och skin, followed by other incitements such us beginning with 

organic cotton, recycled polyester, 100% sustainable viscose, ensure paper and cardboard packaging being 

certified as sustainable and so on (Stella McCartney, 2022). Further other luxury brands have also taken 

initiative towards ethical and sustainable business strategies, for instance, LVMH’s Sustainability fund, Gucci’s 

fur-free initiative and Environmental Profit & Loss (EP&L) worldwide eco-friendly program, and brands using 

the Butterfly mark. Francois-Henri Pinauld, CEO of Kering, one of the world’s leading luxury groups, strong 

belief “Luxury and sustainability is one and the same”, has left his mark on their brands. Sustainability is a part 

of their strategy not only because of the ethical necessity, but because sustainability contributes to innovation 

and value creation for the group, its Houses, and its stakeholders. 

  

Luxury companies seem to dedicate a lot of attention to the impact of their activities on the environment and 

society (e.g Deilotte 2019) where sustainability often is highlighted as a core pillar in their mission and 

corporate strategy through their official communication channels. Despite the efforts of several brands, the 

majority is still modest about sustainability in their product-oriented communication directly to customers. De 

Angleis, Donatello and Amatulli (2021) highlight this by referring to Gucci’s EP&L, in comparison to the 

website of Gucci where only 1 of 80 both female and male product categories is listing sustainability as a 

product feature. A reason for this may be what some studies have shown, which is that a lot of luxury 

consumers do not mean that environmental protection is a factor of primary importance (Davies et al., 2012, 

Griskevicius et al., 2010). In fact, sustainability may even lower consumers’ perception of luxury goods’ quality 

(Achabou and Dekhili, 2013). Dekhili, Achabou., & Alharbi (2019), investigate this further when comparing 

environmental (the use of bio-plastic) information vs. social information (the use of vegan leather) and its 

impact on the perceived quality of luxury products. Findings show that the perceived quality of luxury items is 

significantly decreasing in both the social- and environmental conditions compared to a neutral condition, 

where no information about sustainability was provided. Country of Origin also moderated the result in case of 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib12
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib21
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib1
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when social information was provided, where findings showed that perception of quality was lower for 

consumers in Saudi than for consumers in France. The result is therefore indicating that there are differences in 

consumers’ perception of quality between developing vs. developed countries. In the developing country, Saudi, 

social sustainability is linked to a perception of lower quality.  

  

Moreover, Kong, H., Witmaier, A., & Ko, E. (2020) found that, when sustainability perceptions increased by 

customers, their WTB to purchase from a luxury brand decreased, in contrast to non-luxury brands. Non luxury 

brands on the other hand gained the most in WTB when using the environmental or cultural claims in the 

communication approach. Results, therefore, indicate as in other previous studies, that luxury brands that use 

sustainable marketing communication create conflicting dissonant associations. However, what is much worth 

mentioning is that economic and social sustainability claims for luxury brands, generated significantly increased 

eWOM intentions, which could indicate a future trend (Godey et al., 2016). 

  

Steinhart, Ayalon & Puterman (2013) on the other hand, suggest that consumers may be more positive towards 

environmental claims if these claims generate personal social benefits such as the social status of “being green”. 

In a comparison between utilitarian and luxury products, participants gave higher ratings to the utilitarian 

product with an environmental claim emphasizing global benefits, than the same product with an environmental 

claim but emphasizing social benefits.  For luxury products, on the other hand, results indicated the opposite. 

Participants gave favorable ratings to the luxury product with an environmental claim, that generated social 

benefits. 

  

De Angleis,. et al. (2021) are in their recent study presenting a new framework, grounded on perceived 

atypicality, as an explanation of why consumers buy sustainable luxury products. They show by their study that 

the willingness to buy (WTB) increases in response to sustainability-focused product communication mediated 

by the perceived atypicality of a sustainable focus by luxury brands. The sustainability-focused communication 

strategy is increasing consumers’ WTB in comparison to an excellence-focused strategy or a combination of 

sustainable- and excellence-focused strategy. They also present differences regarding the luxury market and 

mass-market goods, where the results show that sustainability- (vs. excellence) focused product communication 

leads to higher WTB, through perceived atypicality, for luxury products, but not for mass-market ones. Another 

finding was that consumers characterized by a relatively higher NFU, got a stronger effect of the perceived 

atypicality associated with a luxury brand's focus on sustainability on WTB. 
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2.5 Two new categories for luxury consumption 

In order to understand better the new target luxury firms are about to confront, a review of consumption motives 

must be carried out. There are different theories about what motivates consumption behavior regarding luxury 

in the extant literature. Most known categories within luxury consumption behavior may be Ostentatious 

consumption, Hedonistic consumption, Democratization of luxury and Trading up in luxury.  

Ostentatious consumption  

Covers three types of behaviors: “Veblen”, “the snob effect” and “Bandwagon”, and all of them are based on 

external sources. The Veblen effect is when demand for a certain product increase, as the price of the product 

increase. The snob effect means that consumers do not want to consume a certain product, because the demand 

for the good increases, and is available to everyone. The “bandwagon” effect, on the other hand, is happening 

when the demand for a product increase as other people are buying it.  

 

Hedonic consumption  

Consists of two types of theories: Theory of recreational shopping and Theory of hedonic consumption. 

Theory of recreational shopping is people who like to browse clothes and products in retail stores, and do not 

necessarily looking for a certain product to buy. It is people who see shopping as a leisure activity where they 

seek information about fashion trends, merchandise, material, quality price and so on (Bellenger & Korgaonkar, 

1980). The theory of hedonic consumption is about the multi-sensory. Here the senses and feelings are in focus 

and the reasons behind a certain consumption. Other characteristics such as price, quality and prestige are less 

important for these consumers (Doubois and Laurent, 1996).  

 

Democratization of luxury 

or “luxurification of society” (Atwal/Williams 2009; Tsai 2005; Yeoman/McMahon-Beattie 2005). It is a 

movement which has developed due to the mass market of luxury items. While the middle-class has become 

wealthier, this type of luxury has emerged Deloitte, (2019, BCG, 2020). The concept is defined as “The 

perceived reduction in distinctiveness, exclusivity and self-differentiation of luxury brands due to their wider 

availability and access”  (Shukla, Rosendo-Rios & Khalifa 2022). 

 

  

Trading up luxury  

This type of luxury consumption is according to Silverstein and Fiske (2003) a phenomenon where consumers 

are willing to buy luxury products with a higher price. Consumers enjoy the emotional satisfaction of trading 

up, even if it may mean to trade down for a while. Consumers are paying more for products and services that 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0148296321007578#b0085
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0148296321007578#b0030
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provides greater value in return.  "America's middle-market consumers are trading up. They are willing, even 

eager, to pay a premium price for a remarkable kind of goods that we call New Luxury products and services 

that possess higher levels of quality, taste, and aspiration than other goods in the category, but are not so 

expensive as to be out of reach" (Silverstein & Fiske, 2004 p. 3). 

 

External- and internal motivations  

Two new categories explaining purchase intentions have emerged; 1. external motivations, social and 

interpersonal, 2. internal motivations, subjective and reserved. External motivations are signaling wealth and 

include cases where the main reason is to get publicity and to affirm the consumer’s status (O’Cass and Frost, 

2002), and are consumed for reasons such as ostentation, status symbolism and social positioning (Fionda and 

Moore, 2009; Truong et al., 2008). Internal motivations on the other hand, are self-rewarding, where 

consumption is based on emotions, state of mind and subjective sensations of an individual’s self-perception 

(Vigneron and johnson, 1999, 2004) and motivated by personal and cultural goals in a search for pleasure, 

originality and perfection (Dubois and Duquesne, 1993; Vickers and Renand, 2003). 

 

A clear difference between the two types of motivations is that the former is based on a third party and a desire 

for approval from others. In contrast, the second one is driven by personal emotions and sensations (De Barnier, 

Rodina and Vallette-Florance 2006, Vigneron and Jonson 2004). Further these motivational areas can be 

distinguished into different needs. The external motivation is an impersonal level where the social need of 

belonging to a social group is covered, whereas internal motivation applies on a personal level satisfying one’s 

need on the basis of preference. Shortly we can separate them as ‘public aim’, while the latter has a ‘private 

aim’ (cf. Amatulli and Guido 2011; Bearden and Etzel 1982). Consumers who are oriented to internalized 

luxury is concerned about the inner self and showing a personality that is more focused on the ‘private’ self 

instead of the ‘public’ one, pursuing coherence between inner self, and product or brand image. Meaning the fit 

between a consumer’s personal values and attitudes, and a product of a luxury brand. 

  

Another dimension to mention is that cultural aspect such as education, knowledge, beliefs, morals and so on, is 

more closely linked to Internalized luxury. Culture is a component that has been described as a part of luxury by 

many. Beverland (2004) mean that culture is one of the main assets of a luxury brand together with, product 

integrity, value driven emergence, history, marketing endorsement. Moreover, Fionda and Moore (2009) are 

explaining the components of the heritage of a luxury brand, where they put Culture as one of the nine elements 

(culture, heritage, exclusivity, brand identity, environment, premium price, design signature, product integrity 

and service). Further culture works as the expertise behind the trademark, which highlights its relevance. 
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Dubois and Duquesne (1993) studied the power of income and attitude of cultural change, where findings 

showed that these variables were rather independent of each other and contributed equally to explaining luxury 

consumption. A few Cross-cultural studies have also shown differences in the point of view of sustainable 

luxury (Dekhili, Achabou., & Alharbi 2019) 

  

2.6 The modern luxury consumer  

The modern consumer of luxury seems to be interested in Internalized luxury, which is linked to good taste, 

excellence, refinement, and superior quality. It is a customer that goes beyond the externalized luxury 

manifested by ostentation, accumulation, and superfluity. This modern consumer does not use luxury for a 

social statement, instead it is driven by a personal style, and is more of a lifestyle choice. 5 elements 

characterize the modern customer and today’s global market according to Bain & Company (2015): 

Price/Quality: Customer’s devote increased attention towards the price/quality ratio and the fit and consistency 

between a brand and its product offering. Quality is vital to consumers, and consumers are willing to pay high 

price for high quality. 

Channels: The communication Media is changing, and digitalization is a huge reason for that. The Luxury 

Industry differs in its marketing strategies and consumers’ shopping behavior. Physical retail stores are and has 

been the main channel, however now for instance, web shops and social media have become important channels 

as well. 

Market and Competitors: The luxury product consumption is changing, where its gradual shift towards other 

categories of commodity goods, but more importantly to services. Services for instance within the travel and 

hotel sector, Beauty, personal care and so on.  

Distinctiveness: A change in forms of consumption, where we head from a simple use of a good or a service for 

reason such as functional/symbolic value, to a consumption based on an overall experience. It should leave an 

impression on the consumer by involve or excite the consumer in some way. It is not only a product, but also a 

complete experience.  

New Middle class: It is a rising wealth in the world and a new middle class is developing. This new wealthy 

middle class is interested and capable of consumption of aspirational products and products of high quality. 

More people can afford luxury products, and luxury brands can reach more people and find new segments.  

 

2.7 The Gap and Research question 

In extant literature, most of the studies that focus on the luxury industry have investigated sustainability through 

the environmental lens. This means that most attention has been devoted to the planet pillar of sustainability 

(environmental dimension) while there is limited research on the other two dimensions of sustainability, the 
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Social and Economic. This study aims to contribute with more knowledge within both the environmental and 

social dimension. where a comparison between both dimensions, will lead to a greater understanding of the 

concepts in relation to the luxury fashion industry communication about sustainability and its impact on 

consumers’ purchasing intentions and perceptions.  Previous studies have suggested that sustainability could 

harm the perception of quality, but research is still limited. Depending on what you put into the sustainable 

dimensions, different results could appear. In this study, I, therefore, investigate whether emphasizing the a 

social aspect, with a focus on working conditions of employees, production, and craftsmanship rather than the 

environmental aspect on luxury brands’ communications might differently affect consumers. Participants taking 

part in this study will be Gen Y and Gen Z since they are growing to be the most important luxury consumers in 

the future. So, as Gen Y and Gen Z are becoming the most important customers, two generations that care more 

about aligning values of brands that they engage with, sustainability is getting more attention within the luxury 

industry where it gets more common that brands act toward sustainability. Still, main characteristics of luxury 

such as quality is important for the modern luxury customer, a characteristic which could be harmed and be 

perceived as lower when adding sustainability to the product or brand. In this study, I investigate if that 

necessarily has to be the case, or if social sustainability, with a new focus that previous studies have not 

explored: labor, the workers behind the products, the craftsmanship, and the personal touch, could instead of 

harm, actually increase the perception of quality, and further, increase Willingness to Buy.  The following 

research question has been formulated: 

 

RQ: “How are different sustainable communication strategies, either with a social sustainability focus, or 

environmental sustainability focus, affecting consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products?” 
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3.0 Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses Development  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 3.1 Luxury and slow fashion  

The concept of slow fashion is increasingly getting interest as a opposite to the fast fashion industry. Slow 

fashion has been related to an increased awareness of sustainability issues and concern about the negative 

environmental and human impact of the fashion industry (McKeown & Shearer, 2019). The concept of slow 

fashion is associated with fair working conditions, sustainable business models, organic and environmentally 

friendly materials, certifications, and traceability (Henninger et al., 2016). A lot of luxury brands have started to 

adapt to this slow fashion trend, since consumers demands it. 73 % of Gen Z consumers are acting more 

thoughtful regarding their fashion spending, which generate a rapid growth in slow fashion. Slow fashion and 

luxury are today growing more into one, with luxury brands such as Vivienne Westwood and Stella McCartney 

as pioneers. Characteristics of slow fashion is: 

- Use of high-quality materials for garments that are sustainable 

- Timeless pieces that don’t go out of time 

- Locally sources materials, and locally sources production teams and employees.  

- Sold in luxury stores and local stores 

- Offered as made to order to reduce wasteful production  

- Collections that not are tied to seasons.  

As slow fashion and luxury is growing more into one, and luxury brands are becoming more sustainable and 

ethical, there are still issues regarding the match. In the next paragraph, these viewpoints and issues are 

explained.  

  

3.2 Sustainability and Quality  

Consumers’ perceptions of luxury brands and their products is relevant for a brand’s success. Luxury as 

described is explained by characteristics such as excellent quality, scarcity, uniqueness & exclusivity, aesthetic 

and poly-sensuality, heritage and identity, fulfilment of dreams and superfluousness, symbolism, and expensive 

and elite.  

 

Earlier research has pointed out that consumers may not see the fit between sustainability and luxury or 

experience a lack of sustainability within the concept of luxury. This does Beckham and Voyer (2014) when 

explaining that luxury products, in many situations, get perceived as less luxurious, when being labelled as 
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“sustainable”. However, even if luxury products became less luxurious, they did not become less desireable 

(Beckham & Voyer, 2014). Some customers do not want to be part of any transition to sustainable luxury 

clothes, since it probably would make luxury products even more expensive. Another reason is because 

customers believe reprocessed goods would mean lower quality (Bhandari et al. 2022). Recycled materials may 

have a negative impact on consumer preferences (Dekhili, Achabou 2013). Achabou and Dekhili (2013) argue 

that consumers are only willing to buy eco-friendly products if companies manage to deliver sustainable 

products with attributes such as quality, design and color that still is equal to the conventional product. Further, 

Dekhili, Achabou., & Alharbi (2019) proved this in their latest study, when findings indicated that perception of 

quality was decreased due to the implementation of sustainable processes. The use of environmentally friendly 

materials and socially ethical materials in products did lower consumers’ perception of quality. 

 

Further Bhattacharya and Sen (2004) illustrate that a positive link between CSR and consumer perception for 

sustainable and ethical products is reached only when the following conditions are meet: 

- when consumers support the CSR efforts 

- when products are of high quality 

- and when consumers do not need to pay higher price for sustainability.   

 

3.2.1 Environmental sustainability: 

Sustainability is in general terms often associated to the environmental dimension. When producing clothes in 

an environmentally sustainable way, the clothes are produced in such a way that the environment will be 

affected as little as possible. This means that organic and recycled materials are used, and water and pollution 

emission is held as low as possible (styleconsidered 2022). As explained, sustainable information about a 

product could decrease perception of quality in the context of luxury. This is usually due to the association of 

recycled materials which can lower the perception of quality, the image of luxury, and the feeling of prestige. 

All these are three very important characteristics of luxury. Dekhili, Achabou., & Alharbi (2019) found in their 

study that perceived quality is significantly decreasing in the environmental conditions compared to when no 

information about sustainability was given.  

  

3.2.2 Social Sustainability 

Social sustainability is about human effects of economic systems. It includes all stakeholders, meaning 

employees, investors, customers, communities where the company operates, workers throughout the value 

chain, future generations etc. (Unglobalcompact, 2022). In the current research, the focus is on the employees of 

a luxury brand specifically onthe production process and the related employees’ working conditions. Hand-

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40685-020-00111-3#ref-CR1
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made and workmanship has become a huge trend nowadays, which often are linked to high quality of products 

and ethical benefits. When a product is hand made a certain quality standard is set. In Harvard Business 

Review, the human touch is mentioned as an important characteristic of giving the brand authenticity though 

artisanal manufacturing processes and craftmanship motivated by intrinsic desire of make the best product 

(Harvard Business Review 2021). By using the close link between social sustainability with slow fashion and 

craftsman ship, it is reasonable to believe perceived quality will increase, as well as lead to increase in 

Willingness to buy, explained more closely in the following paragraph. 

 

3.3 Perceived quality  

One of the main characteristics of luxury, like explained earlier, is superior and excellent quality. People who 

buy luxury products, assume the product to have the best quality. When consumers do buy for instance, a luxury 

bag, the assumption is it will last for a long period of time. It is an investment, where a classic piece can be 

transferred to next generations or sold as vintage. Partly because of high quality, this is possible, since the 

product will remain its good condition even if being used over the years. According to Zeithaml (1988) 

perceived quality refers to the consumer’s judgment on a product’s overall performance or superiority rather 

than the actual quality of the product.  

 

Extrinsic and intrinsic informal cues make consumers judge the quality of the product which further form a set 

of belief towards the product (Zeithaml 1988). Extrinsic attributes are referring to the company’s reputation, 

brand image, and pricing, whereas intrinsic attributes are the physical characteristics of a product such as 

product features, specifications, design, size, shape, materials used, and perceived durability. Tsiotsou (2006) 

explains how consumers in their shopping for clothes and fashion develop interest in products through sensory 

observation, which is through the look, touch and feel of products. Further this leads to a perception of the 

clothes condition in terms of material, design, and workmanship 

  

 In the theory about Internalized luxury, which is closely linked to good taste excellence, refinement, and 

superior quality, Gen Z and Y in many ways fit into. Not only due to these characteristics, but more importantly 

due to the motivation behind internalized luxury consumption which is based on the consumers’ “inner self”. 

Millennials and Gen Z is representing a new segment in the luxury market, where deeper meanings that goes 

beyond product considerations and aesthetics are getting more important. These generations are more aware of 

the social and environmental impact of their purchase behavior. However even if these generations are assumed 

to care for aligning values with brands, quality as a main characteristic of luxury is still of importance to the 

modern consumer. In shopping for clothing, consumers usually create an interest in a particular type of clothing 
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based on their sensory observation—the look, the touch, and the feel of the clothing products. The sensory 

observation would lead to a perception of how good or bad the clothes would be in terms of material, design, 

and workmanship (Tsiotsou 2006). 

 

Moreover, quality is an attribute that luxury brands always pay high attention to and is one of the main 

characteristics of luxury. Quality is almost synonymous to Luxury, so close linked are the concept. When 

buying luxury, consumers also believe that they get the best quality in the specific product category. Buzzel and 

Gale (1987) demonstrate that quality is the most effective path to differentiation and competitive advantage to 

ensure customer satisfaction. Further Cham, Ng, Lim & Cheng (2018) found in their study, that perceived 

quality among other variables, had a significant influence on individual’s clothing, which further have a positive 

influence on purchase intention.  

 

Since quality is almost synonymous with luxury as well as quality is one of the main elements that characterize 

the modern luxury consumer, it is reasonable to assume that perception of quality will have an impact on WTB. 

This means that a decrease in perception of quality, will also decrease the WTB, whereas an increase in quality 

perception, will increase WTB.  

 

 3.3 Willingness to buy (WTB)  

Gen Y and Z are more aware of the social and environmental impact of their purchase behavior than previous 

generations. In Bain & Company’s Luxury Goods Worldwide Market Study (2020), customers show their 

concerns about social responsibility, which goes beyond only the environmental impact. In the Study 80 % of 

luxury customers, most strikingly among millennials, respond that they prefer socially responsible brands. 

Further, in a survey by Nielsen (2018) Results showed that Millennials are twice as likely as baby boomers (75 

% vs. 34 %), to definitely or probably change their habits in favor of reducing the impact on the environment.  

 

Achabou and Dekhili (2013) argue that consumers are only willing to buy eco-friendly products if companies 

manage to deliver sustainable products with attributes such as quality, design and color that still is equal to the 

conventional product. By this, Achabou and Dekhili (2013) show consumers skepticism about a product being 

both eco-friendly and a remain high quality. More importantly their statement suggests that the perception of 

quality affects consumers’ willingness to buy. Further Cham, Ng, Lim & Cheng (2018) also demonstrated the 

importance of quality, when explaining that perceived quality among other variables, had a significant influence 

on individual’s clothing, which further have a positive influence on purchase intention. 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40685-020-00111-3#ref-CR1
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3.4 Hypotheses 

To summarize, previous research has found that environmentally friendly products, could decrease perception 

of quality in the context of luxury. This is usually due to the association of recycled materials which can lower 

the perception of quality, the image of luxury, and the feeling of prestige.  

By changing the focus from environmentally friendly production processes to a focus of social sustainable 

production processes related to employees and their working conditions, the quality perception may on the other 

hand increase. Hand-made and workmanship has become a huge trend nowadays, which often are linked to high 

quality of products and ethical benefits. By using the close link between social sustainability with slow fashion 

and craftsmanship, it is reasonable to believe Perceived quality will increase, as well as lead to increase in 

Willingness to buy.  

 

Based on the written information so far, a conceptual model has been constructed and two hypotheses has been 

formulated. 

 

H1:  A communication strategy with a social sustainability focus will increase consumers’ willingness to buy 

luxury fashion products more than a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus. 

 

H2: The more positive effect of a communication strategy with a social sustainability focus rather than one with 

an environmental sustainability focus is due to the consumers’ higher perceived quality of the luxury fashion 

products.   

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework - simple mediation model  



25 
 

The model consists of the independent variable, Sustainable communication strategy, which either is 

manipulated taking a focus of the social dimension of sustainability or the focus of the environmental dimension 

of sustainability. Further Perceived quality is the mediator, that explains the underlying mechanism of the 

relationship between Sustainable communication strategy and Willingness to buy, which is the dependent 

variable. To explain it shortly, the study will examine if the construct of Sustainable communication strategy 

has an indirect effect through Perceived quality on the construct of Willingness to buy. (see Figure 1 for 

conceptual model 
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4.0 Methodology 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.1 Method and Research Design 

In order to test the hypothesized differential effects of a luxury firm’s communication strategy promoting its 

sustainable practices either focusing more on the environmental or social dimension, A between subject online 

experiment was conducted. This research undertakes a quantitative method, which is constructed as an 

experimental research design. Indeed, experimental research allows to test casual-effect relationship between 

variables of interest. As the model shows, the mediator acts between the independent and dependent variable, 

where it explains the relationship between those.  

  

In practice, this online experiment examines consumer’s WTB after they have been presented to a fictious 

marketing campaign from an imaginary luxury brand. The imaginary luxury brand is AURORA DSGN. 

AURORA DSGN is a luxury fashion brand, launching its new collection of high-quality, handmade clothes and 

accessories for both men and women. The marketing campaign has either a social sustainability focus, or an 

environmental sustainability focus, which participants are randomly assigned too. Moreover, the study accounts 

for the mediating effect of perceived quality. 

 

4.2 Sample and data collection 

The data were collected in May 2022 through an online between-subject experiment, which was created using 

Qualtrics Online Platform. The experiment was done as a questionnaire, where it was available in English to 

have a greater reach and accessible to international participants.  Further it was sent and shared to participants 

on social media platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn. To get valid results from the survey, 

recruitment of real luxury consumers was preferred. Indeed, the study concerns the luxury consumers of the 

future, Gen Y and Z, which made it important to reach people within these age groups. By sharing it on my 

social media accounts, the study was accessible to people within the age group of interest, like friends, 

familiars, and wealthy European students who study at private universities, for instance BI Norwegian Business 

school and Luiss Guido Carli. Students at such universities are usually either aware of luxury brands, wearing 

them, or has (or their families) the purchase power to buy luxury fashion goods. Moreover, most students are 

within the age frame of interest (Gen Y and Z). However, it was possible for whoever to participate in the 

survey. Participants which did not fit into the age frame was excluded in the data cleaning later on.  
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This sampling method is called convenience sampling (Malhotra, 2019). It is of importance to acknowledge that 

such sampling method can lead to a sample bias. Moreover, the participants did not know the purpose of the 

study, neither any information of being exposed to one of the two different randomized scenarios. All responses 

of the survey were anonymous to make people answer more truthful without any worries about judgement. The 

survey was estimated to require approximately 3-5 minutes to complete, with a total amount of 16 questions. 

 

4.3 Procedure  

The objective of the survey was to identify consumers perception of quality of sustainable luxury fashion 

products. More accurate, to find out if consumers have differences perception of quality regarding different 

communicating strategies: social sustainability focus and environmental sustainability focus. Going from there, 

the main goal was to see if this had further impact on the willingness to buy luxury fashion products.  

 

With a purpose of having a clear and easy structure and promote the flow the survey has been constructed into 

different sections. First an introduction section with a short outline regarding the purpose of the study and 

relevant information regarding GDPR and anonymity of each respondent.  

 

Further a section with a fictious brand was presented. The fictious brand was AURORA DSGN which was 

made up to avoid any biases due to former relationship to any other luxury brand. Moreover, to test the effect of 

the different sustainable marketing strategies of interest, social sustainability communication strategy and 

environmental sustainability communication strategy, a creation of the two conditions were necessary. In the 

subsequent analyzes, the conditions will be referred to as Social- and Environmental condition. The conditions 

were manipulated and took the form of a brand description and a marketing campaign poster. For the social 

condition, the brand description and the poster highlighted the production process of the luxury fashion items 

with respect to human rights and working conditions, and for the environmental condition, the brand description 

and poster highlighted the production process of the luxury fashion items in an environmentally friendly way.  

To avoid for other variables affecting the results, the brand description and the posters were held constant in 

sense of visual look considering background, layout, text font and name of collection, while other elements 

regarding brand mantra and production process were different to emphasize either the social or environmental 

condition. Indeed, according to the design used an online between-subject experiment participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the two conditions: Social condition vs. Environmental condition.  

 

Further to check for the stimulus to be received in accordance with its purpose (as social or environmental) a 



28 
 

manipulation check was inserted. Participants were asked to answer to a statement regarding the type of content 

of the marketing campaign which they just had got exposed to. The statement was formulated: “The content of 

the communication message you were exposed to before was oriented to”, where participants rated on a 1 item 

7-point bipolar scale, from Social sustainability to Environmental sustainability.    

 

This is followed by two control questions, where environmental concerns and social concerns are checked. This 

is checked by two separate questions, one for each topic on a 1 item 7-point Likert scale (1=Not at all, 7=Very 

much).   

 

Continuing to the next section, a poster had been created to show a sample of neutral products from the 

collection. The sample of products was a 3 pair of different shoes, a blazer, and a wallet. The objective of this 

element was to show some products to the audience to make it more real, not so abstract, and easier for the 

participants to judge Quality and Willingness to buy, when having a visualization of some products. The sample 

of products were chosen carefully to be neutral and unisex, to appeal to both men and women. The participants 

were asked to rate the Quality based on the previous information of the brand presentation and its marketing 

campaign on a 5 item 7-point Likert scale (1= “very low” to 7 = “very high”).  

 

In the next section, once again based on the previous information of the brand presentation and its marketing 

campaign, participants were asked to rate Willingness to buy. Willingness to buy was measured on a 3 item 7-

point Likert’s scale (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree).  

 

This was followed by another control question regarding the Frequency of buying luxury. Participants were 

asked to rate their habits of buying luxury fashion products on a 1 item 5-point Likert scale (1=Never, 

5=Always), if never, 1 item 5-Point Likert scale, (1=Definitely Not, 5= Definitely yes). Since Gen Y and Z are 

the most growing segments and about to be the most important customer in the luxury industry in the future, it 

is of importance to not only know their current status in the luxury market, but also knowledge of future 

intentions 

 

Finally, the survey had a section of Demographics. The Demographics is put at the end of the survey to make 

consumers engage more in the relevant questions asked in the beginning. In summary the survey consists of 16 

questions, covering all sections. The table below show in summary the structure of the questionnaire.  
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Block Scale 

Block 1: Introduction 

Block 2: Conditions 

Block 3: Control 

- Manipulation check 

- Social Concern 

- Environmental concern 

 

Block 4: Perceived Quality 

Block 5: Willingness to buy (WTB) 

 

Block 6: Luxury purchase habits 

 

Block 7: Socio Demographics 

 

Brand presentation and marketing campaign (social vs environmental)  

1 item 7-point bipolar scale 

1 item 7-point Likert scale (1=Not at all, 7=Very much).   

1 item 7-point Likert scale (1=Not at all, 7=Very much).   

 

5 item 7-point Likert scale (1= “very low” to 7 = “very high”).  

3 item 7-point Likert’s scale (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree). 

 

1 item 5-point Likert scale (1=Never, 5=Always),  

if never, 1 item 5-Point Likert scale, (1=Definitely Not, 5= Definitely yes). 

 

Gender, Age, Nationality, Education, Income 
 

 

Table 1. Structure of survey 

 

4.4 Variables and Measurement 

4.4.1 Perceived Quality 

Perceived quality, as it sounds, is how the quality of a product or service according to the customers perception. 

Which means, this is a subjective criterion, and it does not necessarily have to coincide with the actual quality 

of the product or service which is defined by for instance its raw material, manufacturing process and so on 

(Arimetrics 2022). Zeithaml (1988) define it as “consumers’ judgement about a product’s overall excellence or 

superiority”. Following the suggestion of Dodds, Monroe & Grewal (1991) Perceived Quality was measured on 

a 7-point Likert scale with 5 items, where all statements were measured with a rating from (1= “very low” to 7 

= “very high”).  The items consisted of statements regarding the five different elements: reliability, 

workmanship, dependability, durability, and quality of AURORA DSGN’s collection. The proposed statements 

were: 

“The likelihood that the collection would be reliable is” 

“The workmanship of the collection would be” 

“The likelihood that the collection is dependable is” 

“The likelihood that the collection would be durable is 

“The quality of the collection seems to be” 
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4.4.2 Willingness to Buy - WTB   

The dependent variable of this experiment, Willingness to Buy is “The behavioral intention of a consumer to 

buy a particular product” (2020 Soares & Elmashharaa). The variable was measured on a 3 item 7-point Likert’s 

scale (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree). Participants indicated their level of agreement to three 

statements following the set of questions developed by Dodds, Monroe & Grewal (1991). The 3 statements by 

Dodds et. al. was only adapted in order to fit the context of this research. In general, the statements cover 

different aspects of the intention of purchase a certain product. However, the following statements were adapted 

to fit to the marketing campaign of the collection, and was formulated as following: 

- “I would purchase from the collection” 

-” I would consider buying from the collection” 

- “The probability that I would consider buying from the collection is high” 

 

4.4.3 Control questions 

A total of four control questions were included in the survey. The questions were measured on different scales 

since they concern different elements. Explanations and objective of control questions are listed below: 

 

- To check the correctness of the manipulations, and thus to test if respondent understood what type of content 

he or she had been exposed to a 7-point bipolar scale, asked whether the content of the marketing campaign was 

oriented towards either social sustainability or environmental sustainability.  

 

- Moreover, respondent’s concern for environmental issues, and their concern for social issues was assessed in 

two separate questions. For both questions a 1 item 7-point Likert scale (1=Not at all, 7=Very much).  

- Further, respondents buying behavior regarding luxury fashion products was assessed asking with which 

frequency they buy luxury items. Specifically, a 1 item 5-point Likert scale (1=Never, 5=Always) was used. If 

respondents answer 1=Never, a follow up question regarding beliefs of buying luxury products in the future was 

asked on a 1 item 5-Point Likert scale, (1=Definitely Not, 5= Definitely yes).  
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5.0 Data analysis and results 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

All data collected from Qualtrics Platform was first transferred into an Excel file to structure the data. Some 

columns with irrelevant codes were deleted and another column was added to give each anonymous respondent 

an ID-number starting from 1,2,3 and so on.  Further the different conditions were changed into numbers, Social 

condition = 1, Environmental condition = 0, in order to distinguish the groups of participants depending on 

conditions and for the purpose of data being prepared for further analysis of variables and comparisons of 

results in the statistical program SPSS statistics version 28. 

 

A total of 269 respondents participated in the survey. However, before analyzing the data, it is necessary to 

clean it from missing values, non-completed surveys, etc. 15 participants were eliminated due to such reasons, 

meaning 254 responses remained. However, since this study focuses on the luxury consumers of the nearly 

future, which are Gen Z and Y, participants who stated in the survey to be born before 1980 or after 2005 were 

taken out of the main statistical analysis. Due to such reasons, 45 participants were excluded. This means the 

final sample ready to analyze remained 209 respondents. The number of respondents is in line with the 

requirements of being valid, however, the sampling method is a convenience sample since it has been chosen 

based on ease of achievement, which may affect the result not being completely representative (Malholtra, 

2019).  

 

For the manipulation check, thus to test if respondent understood what type of content, he or she had been 

exposed to on a 7-point bipolar scale, the mean score has been summarized below (table 1). For social condition 

(M=1.57, SD =0.89) and environmental (M=6.33, SD =.806), indicating that participants received the content 

in line with its purpose. Looking at the test output the difference was statistically significant: t (200) = - 40.40, 

p < 0.001 (see table 2). 

 

Group statistics 

 

 

condition 

X_Cond N Mean Std. deviation Std. Error 

Mean  

Social  100 1.57 .891 .089 

Environment 109 6.33 .806 .077 
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Independent Samples Test 

 

 

Condition 

 F Sig T Df One-Sided p Two-sided p Mean Diff. 

Equal variances 

assumed 

.086 .770 -40.571 207 <.001 <.001 -4.760 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

  -40.397 200.088 <.001 <.001 -4.760 

Table 2. Independent sample t-test for Manipulation check. 

 

5.1 Descriptive statistics  

Of the 209 respondents, the waste majority were females accounting for 76.1 % (n=159), Males 23.4 % (n=49) 

and one who answered “Prefer not to say” 0.5 % (n=1). Participants consisted mainly of Gen Y 63.6 % (n=133) 

followed by Gen Z 36.4 % (n=76). Looking at the geographical distribution, the major group consisting of 

Swedes (n=121), followed by Norwegians (n=77). Other participants were from Germany (n=3) Italy (n=1), 

France (n=1), Canada (1), America, (n=1), Indonesia (n=1), Nepal (n=1), India (n=1) and Latvia (n=1).  

 

Regarding the educational level of the respondents, most of the participants have any form of higher education. 

Either in form of a completed Bachelor’s Degree (n=91) or a Master’s Degree (n=100), representing 91.4 % of 

the sample. The rest of the participants had a high school degree (n=17) corresponding to 8.1 % and less than a 

high school degree (n=1), corresponding to only 0.5 %.  

 

Further, the only question in the survey, which was not forced to answer, due to sensitivity, was the question 

about monthly income. A very relevant question in the context of Luxury because of the expense and high 

prices which comes with the luxury market. Participants had 6 different intervals to choose from, starting from 

“Below €1500” to Above €3500”. 2 participants chose not to answer. Moreover, most participant was in the top 

interval “above €3500” (n=53), followed by the second highest interval “€3000-3500” (n=45).  Also striking, is 

the lowest interval “Below €1500” (n=40), whereas the other options did not differ so much, “€1500-2000” 

(n=29), ” €2000-2500” (n=14) and “€2500-3000” (n=26). 

 

For the frequency of buying luxury items, most of the participants answered “Sometimes” (n=94), followed by 

“Rarely” (n=76), “Often” (n=29), “Never” (n=6) and lastly “Always” (n=4).  
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Frequency of Luxury Habits Respondents Percentage  

Never 6 2.9 % 

Rarely  76 36.4 % 

Sometimes 94 45.0 % 

Often 29 13.9 % 

Always 4 1.9 % 

Total:  209 100 % 

Table 3: Frequency of Luxury Habits 

 

5.2 Reliability 

Before running any further statistical analysis, a reliability test was conducted. By using Cronbach alpha, it is 

possible to measure internal consistency, which means how closely related a set of items is as a group. As in 

this case, Cronbach alpha test how reliable multiple-question Likert scales used in surveys are. The reliability 

analysis was done for the variables Perceived quality and Willingness to buy, which were measured through 

3 item and 5 item 7-point Likert scales. 

Variable N of Item Cronbach Alpha 

Perceived quality 5 .942 

Willingness to buy 3 .918 

Table 4. Reliability test  

 

The alpha coefficient for Perceived quality measuring 5 items is 0.94, and the alpha coefficient for Willingness 

to buy measuring 3 items is 0.92. A generally acceptable value in social science research situations of Cronbach 

alpha is 0.70 or higher. This means that the alpha coefficient for Perceived quality (0,94) exceeds the acceptable 

value and suggests that the items have relatively high internal consistency. The alpha coefficient for Willingness 

to buy (0.92) is only slightly lower, and therefore also suggests that the items have relatively high internal 

consistency. Scales used for both Perceived quality and Willingness to buy following Cronbach alpha are 

considered reliable.  

5.3 Independent sample t-test  

An independent sample T-test has been conducted to analyze differences between independent groups; social 

and environmental. The test was conducted for both Perceived quality and Willingness to buy. In the 

independent sample T-test, the means of the independent groups are compared and used to determine if there 
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are any differences regarding the Perceived quality, and Willingness to buy.  

 

Starting with Perceived quality, from the Group Statistics, it is possible to identify a difference in the means 

between the conditions of social and environmental. The group that has been exposed to the social condition has 

a higher mean score (M= 5.76, SD 0.99) than the group which has been exposed to the environmental condition 

(M=4.2, SD 0.84). Moreover, from the output of the independent samples test, we can read from Levene’s Test 

that the p-value is 0.013<0.05, which means that equal variances are not assumed. Looking at the test output the 

difference was statistically significant: t (196) = 12.49, p < 0.001 (see table 1). 

Group statistics 

 

Perceived 

quality  

X_Cond N Mean Std. deviation Std. Error 

Mean  

Social  100 5.7620 .98788 .09879 

Environment 109 4.1670 .84569 .08100 

      

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

Perceived 

quality  

 F Sig T Df One-Sided p Two-sided p Mean Diff. 

Equal variances 

assumed 

6.333 .013 12.569 207 <.001 <.001 1.59503 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

  12.485 195.758 <.001 <.001 1.59503 

Table 5. Independent sample t-test on Perceived quality 

Continuing with Willingness to buy, from the Group statistics table the result shows the same pattern as 

previous tables for quality did. Even for willingness to buy, the group that has been exposed to the social 

condition has a higher mean score (M=5.57, SD 1.03) than the group which has been exposed to the 

environmental condition (M=3.66, SD 1.29). The output of Levene’s Test shows a p-value 0.013<0.05, which 

means that equal variances are not assumed. Looking at the test output, the difference was statistically 

significant: t (203) = 11.85, p < 0.001 (see table 2). From these results it is possible to conclude that a 

communication strategy with a social sustainability focus leads to a greater willingness to buy, compared to a 

communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus. Thereby is hypothesis 1 supported.  
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Group statistics 

 

Willingness 

to buy 

 

X_Cond N Mean Std. 

deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean  

Social  100 5.5667 1.02658 .10266 

Environmental 109 3.6606 1.29257 .12381 

 

Independent Samples Test  

 

 

Willingness 

to buy 

 F Sig T Df One-Sided 

p 

Two-sided 

p 

Mean Diff. 

Equal variances 

assumed 

6.209 .013 11.736 207 <.001 <.001 1.90612 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

  11.852 202.920 <.001 <.001 1.90612 

Table 6. Independent sample t-test on Willingness to buy 

5.4 Simple Mediation model   

In the next sections, the results from the main analysis of the thesis will be presented and explained. Statistical 

mediation analysis with a dichotomous/binary independent variable, one mediation variable and one dependent 

variable has been conducted. The first analysis was done without any control variables, and the second analysis 

was done with control variables included (social concerns and environmental concerns). For these analyses, the 

PROCESS macro model 4 developed by Hayes (2013) was used.   

 

To clarify the outputs which will be presented below, PROCESS model consists of the following variables in 

the model:  X = Communication Strategy, M = Perceived Quality and Y= Willingness to Buy. To run the 

model, a dummy variable had been created for the independent variable Communication strategy (X) coded as 

follow in the data file, Social sustainability focus=1, Environmental sustainability focus=0.  

 

From the Matrix output, the first section shows results for the outcome variable Perceived quality (M), where a 

short model summary is presented. From the summary we can read from R square that the model explains 43 % 

of the fitted data, in this case it means that 43% of Perceived quality (M) is explained by Communication 

Strategy (X). Also, the P-value < 0.001, tells us that the model is significant. Further, we can see that 

Communication strategy (X) significantly positive influences Perceived quality (M) (b = 1.59, t =-12.56, p 
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<0.001), suggesting that the communication strategy with a social sustainability focus leads to a higher 

perceived quality compared to a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus.  

Outcome variable: Perceived quality 

Model Summary  

R R-sq MSE F df1 df2 P 

.6579 .4328 .8399 157.9776 1.0000 207.0000 .0000 

model Coeff se T P LLCI ULCI 

Constant 4.1670 .0878 47.4704 .0000 3.9939 4.3400 

Communication strategy 1.5950 .1269 12.5689 .0000 1.3448 1.8452 

Table 7. Simple mediation model with outcome variable: Perceived quality 

 

Continuing to the second section of the Matrix, the result for the outcome variable Willingness to buy (Y) is 

presented. In this model Willingness to buy (Y) is regressed on both Perceived quality (M) and Communication 

strategy (X). Starting from the model summary, the value of R square tells us that 57% of the variation in 

Willingness to buy (Y) is explained by Communication strategy (X) and Perceived quality (M). As Perceived 

quality (M) was added to the model, the R square increased from 43% to 57 %. The P value <0.001, once again, 

tells us that the model is significant. Moreover, from the table, we can see that Communication strategy (X) has 

a positive significant impact on Willingness to buy (Y) (b=.81, t=4.43, p < 0.001). Further on this matrix, we 

can see that Perceived quality (M), has a significant impact on Willingness to buy (Y) (b=.69, t=9.17, p< 0.001).  

This means that both the Communication Strategy and Perceived quality significantly and positively affect 

Willingness to buy.  Suggesting that a communication strategy with a social sustainability focus leads to a 

greater willingness to buy, compared to a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus. 

Most important to highlight from this matrix, is that Perceived quality (M), is a significant predictor of 

Willingness to buy (Y)   

Outcome variable: Willingness to buy 

Model Summary  

R R-sq MSE F df1 df2 P 

.7574 .5736 .9817 138.5562 2.0000 206..0000 .0000 

Model Coeff Se T P LLCI ULCI 

Constant .7892 .3272 2.4122 .0167 .1442 1.4343 

Communication strategy .8070 .1822 4.4300 .0000 .4479 1.1662 

Perceived Quality .6891 .0751 9.1700 .0000 .5409 .8372 
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Table 8. Simple mediation model with outcome variable: Willingness to buy 

 

In the third section, we find the Total effect Model matrix, where the outcome variable is once again 

Willingness to buy (Y), but now only with Communication strategy in the model. In the summary, we first find 

from R-square that Communication strategy (X) explains 40 % of the variability in Willingness to buy (Y). 

Also, we can point out that the model is significant by referring to the p-value <0.001. Total effect = direct 

effect + indirect effect, in other words, the sum of path a  

(X → M) + path b (M → Y), gives us the total effect, path c, from X → Y. Looking at the row for 

Communication strategy in the table, we have statistical evidence that Communication strategy (X) significantly 

positive influences Willingness to buy (b=1.91, t=11.74, p < 0.001), Suggesting that a communication strategy 

with a social sustainability focus leads to a greater willingness to buy compared to a communication strategy 

with an environmental sustainability focus.  

Total effect Model  

Outcome variable: Willingness to buy 

Model Summary  

R R-sq MSE F df1 df2 P 

.6321 .3995 1.3757 137.7366 1.0000 207.0000 .0000 

Model Coeff Se T P LLCI ULCI 

Constant 3.6606 .1123 32.5833 .0000 3.4391 3.8820 

Communication strategy 1.9061 .1624 11.7361 .0000 1.5859 2.2263 

Table 9. Simple mediation model. Total effect model with outcome variable: Willingness to buy 

 

The fourth and last section of the matrix shows the Total, Direct and Indirect effects of X on Y. We want to 

examine if the construct of Communication strategy (X) has an indirect effect through Perceived quality (M) 

on the construct of Willingness to buy (Y).  For the mediating effect, which is of our interest, we therefore check 

the Indirect effect. As the range between the values for BootLLCI (0.83) and BootUCLI (1.40) does not contain 

0, it is likely to be a genuine indirect effect of X on Y. The indirect effect size is positive and 1.10. Therefore 

we can state that the indirect effect of Communication strategy (X) on Willingness to buy (Y), via Perceived 

quality (M) is significantly positive (b=1.10, 95%, C.I. = 0.83, 1.40).  

 

Continuing by looking on the direct effect, which shows the effect from X to Y, in presence of the mediator, we 

find it significant too (b=0.81, 95%, C.I. 0.45, 1.17) meaning that some of the effects are directly passed from X 
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to Y. Hence, Perceived quality, is partially mediating the relationship between Communication strategy and 

Willingness to buy. By these findings hypothesis 2 is supported.  

Total, Direct and Indirect effects of X on Y 

Total effect of X on Y 

Effect Se T P LLCI ULCI 

1.9061 .1624 11.7361 .0000 1.5859 2.2263 

Direct effect of X on Y 

Effect Se T P LLCI ULCI 

.8070 .1822 4.4300 .0000 .4479 1.1662 

Indirect effect(s) of X on Y 

 

Perceived quality 

Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI  

1.0991 .1450 .8282 1.4005 

Table 10. Simple mediation model. Total, direct and indirect effects of X on Y  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Simple mediation model, visualization of path a, b, c and c’.   
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5.5 Simple Mediation model with covariates  

From the Matrix output, the first section shows results for the outcome variable Perceived quality (M), where a 

short model summary is presented. R square tells us that the model explains 53 %, which means that Perceived 

quality (M) is explained by Communication strategy (X) and the covariates Environmental concern (CV), 

Social concern (CV) and Frequency (CV). As the covariates have been included, R-square has increased from 

the previous model from 43% to 53%. The P value < 0.001, indicates that the model is significant. Looking at 

the variable Communication strategy (X) (b=1.39, t=11.45, p =<0.001) is significantly and positively predicting 

Perceived quality (M). For the covariates, Environmental concern (CV) (b=0.10 t=1.97, p = 0.05) Social 

concern (CV) (b=0.19, t=3.26, p< 0.05) and Frequency (CV) (b=0.17, t=2.31, p<0.05) appears all to be 

significant predictors of Perceived quality (M).         

Outcome variable: Perceived quality 

Model Summary  

R R-sq MSE F df1 df2 P 

.7265 .5278 .7095 57.0115 4.0000 204.0000 .0000 

model Coeff Se T p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 2.0873 .3367 6.2000 .0000 1.4235 2.7511 

Communication strategy 1.3939 .1217 11.4520 .0000 1.1539 1.6339 

Frequency .1740 .0754 2.3062 .0221 .0252 .3227 

Environmental concern .1019 .0517 1.9707 .0501 .0000 .2039 

Social concern .1930 .0592 3.2576 .0013 .0762 .3098 

Table 11. Simple mediation model with covariates, outcome variable: Perceived quality 

 

In the second section of the Matrix, the result for the outcome variable Willingness to buy (Y) is presented. The 

value of R square tells us that 64 % of the variation in Willingness to buy (Y) is explained by Communication 

strategy (X), Perceived quality (M), environmental concern (CV), social concern (CV) and Frequency (CV). 

Also the model is significant p<0.001. Looking at the variables, starting with Communication strategy (X) 

(b=0.92 t=5.45, p < 0.001) we can determine it has a positive significant impact on Willingness to buy (Y) 

Continuing with Perceived quality (M) (b=0.52, t=6.88, p<0.001) it also has a positive significant impact on 

Willingness to buy (Y). For the covariates, environmental concern (CV) (b=0.16, t=2.88, p<0.01) and 

Frequency (CV) (b=0.40, t=4.89, p<0.001) appears to be positive significant predictors of Willingness to buy 

(Y), whereas social concern (CV) (b=0.40, t=0.6714, p=0.5027) is not.  
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Outcome variable: Willingness to buy  

Model Summary  

R R-sq MSE F df1 df2 P 

.8024 .6438 .8322 73.3731 5.0000 203.0000 .0000 

Model Coeff Se T p LLCI ULCI 

Constant -.7235 .3975 -1.8202 .0702 -1.5072 .0602 

Communication strategy .9205 .1690 5.4476 .0000 .5873 1.2536 

Perceived quality .5221 .0758 6.8848 .0000 .3725 .6716 

Frequency .4043 .0828 4.8861 .0000 .2412 .5675 

Environmental concern .1629 .0565 2.8803 .0044 .0514 .2743 

Social concern  .0442 .0658 .6714 .5027 -.0856 .1730 

Table 12. Simple mediation model with covariates, outcome variable: Willingness to buy 

 

In the third section, we find the Total effect Model matrix, where the outcome variable is once again 

Willingness to buy (Y), but where Perceived quality (M) is not in presence. From the summary we find from R-

square that Communication strategy (X), Environmental concern (CV), Social concern (CV) and Frequency 

(CV) is explaining 56 % of the variability in Willingness to buy (Y) and from the p-value <0.001 that the model 

is significant. Further we can see from the matrix that all variables of our interest Communication strategy (X) 

(b=1.65, t=11.29, p < 0.001), Frequency (b=0.50, t=5.47, p < 0.001), (CV) Environmental concern (CV) 

(b=0.21, t=3.48, p < 0.001), Social concern (CV) (b=0.14, t=2.04, p < 0.05) are significant positive predictors of 

Willingness to buy (Y), when Perceived quality (M) is not present. 

Total effect Model 

Outcome variable: Willingness to buy 

Model Summary  

R R-sq MSE F df1 df2 P 

.7487 .5606 1.0215 65.0667 4.0000 204.0000 .0000 

Model Coeff Se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant .3662 .4040 .9065 .3657 -.4303 1.1627 

Communication strategy 1.6482 .1460 11.2851 .0000 1.3602 1.9361 

Frequency .4952 .0905 5.4707  .0000 .3167 .6736 

Environmental concern .2161 .0621 3.4819 .0006 .0937 .3384 

Social concern .1449 .0711 2.0389 .0428 .0048 .2851 
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Table 13. Simple mediation model with covariates - Total effect Model with outcome variable: Willingness to buy 

 

For the mediating effect, which is of our interest, we check the last part of the matrix called Indirect effect(s) of 

X on Y. As the range between the values for BootLLCI (0.49) and BootUCLI (0.98) does not contain 0, it is 

likely to be a genuine indirect effect of X on Y. The indirect effect size is positive and 0.73.  Therefore, we can 

state that the indirect effect of Communication strategy (X) on Willingness to buy (Y), via Perceived quality 

(M) is significantly positive (b=0.73, 95%, C.I. = 0.49, 0.98). 

 

For the direct effect, showing the effect from X to Y, in presence of the mediator, we find it significant too 

(b=0.92, 95%, C.I. 0.59, 1.25) meaning that some of the effects are directly passed from X to Y. Hence, 

Perceived Quality, is partially mediating the relationship between Sustainable communication and Willingness 

to buy.  

Total, Direct, and Indirect effects of X on Y 

Total effect of X on Y 

Effect se T P LLCI ULCI 

1.6482 .1460 11.2851 .0000 1.3602 1.9361 

Direct effect of X on Y 

Effect se T p LLCI ULCI 

.9205 .1690 5.4476 .0000 .5873 1.2536 

Indirect effect(s) of X on Y 

 

Perceived quality 

Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI  

.7277 .1258 .4872 .9847 

Table 14. Simple mediation model with covariates - Total, direct and indirect effects of X on Y 

5.6 Summary of findings 

From the independent sample T-test the means of the independent groups; social (1) and environmental (2), 

were compared, where differences regarding the Perceived quality, and Willingness to buy could be determined. 

Starting with Perceived Quality, the group exposed to the social condition got a higher score (M=5.76, SD 0.99) 

than the group which has been exposed to the environmental condition (M=4.2, SD 0.85). As the p-value 

<0.001 the result is significant, where we have statistical evidence that the social condition increases the 

perception of quality more than the environmental condition does. 

 

Even for Willingness to buy, the group that has been exposed to the social condition has a higher mean score 
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(M=5.57, SD1.03) than the group which has been exposed to the environmental condition (M=3.67, SD 1.29).  

The p-value<0.001 is significant, meaning that we have statistical evidence that the social condition leads to a 

higher score of Willingness to buy in comparison to what the environmental condition does. 

 

Further the simple mediation model did explain the relationship between the Social- and Environmental 

communication approach and Willingness to buy, via the mediator Perceived quality. No major differences in 

the results were found between the models where covariate variables were excluded or included.  

 

In summary the results provided information where the Social communication approach had a positive effect, 

whereas the Environmental communication approach had a negative, on Willingness to buy, mediated by 

Perceived quality. Moreover the result indicated that some of the effects are directly passed from X to Y. 

Hence, Perceived Quality, is partially mediating the relationship between Sustainable communication and 

Willingness to buy. From the statistical analyses and results, we can conclude that both hypotheses of the study 

are supported.  

Hypothesis Conclusion 

H1:  A communication strategy with a social sustainability focus will 

increase consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products more than 

a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus.  

 

 

        Supported 

H2: The more positive effect of a communication strategy with a social 

sustainability focus rather than one with an environmental sustainability 

focus is due to the consumers’ higher perceived quality of the luxury 

fashion products.   

 

Supported 

Table 15. Hypotheses  
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6.0 Discussion 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6.1 Theoretical contribution  

First of all, the current literature on sustainable luxury, is still limited and there are lot of space for new research 

to take place. Second, the literature is clearly split into two diverging views: a negative one and a positive one. 

The “negative view” portrays the incompatibility of the two concepts by emphasizing the differences between 

luxury and sustainability (Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau, 2015), whereas the “positive view” suggests the two 

concepts to be a compatible match (Batats, 2019:2020). More recent studies have supported the latter view, 

which is clearly in line with what the society and media is signaling, which is that the luxury industry cannot 

ignore the issue of sustainability anymore. This study contributes to the “positive view” and gives more 

evidence that the concepts are compatible, but more importantly it gives useful information of how 

communication of sustainability within the luxury fashion industry could be communicated.  

 

Earlier research has pointed out that consumers may not see the fit between sustainability and luxury or 

experience a lack of sustainability within the concept of luxury. Beckham and Voyer (2014) explain that luxury 

products, in many situations, get perceived as less luxurious, when being labelled as “sustainable”. Moreover, 

some customers do not want to be part of a transition to sustainable luxury clothes, because they believe 

reprocessed goods would mean lower quality (Bhandari et al. 2022). Achabou and Dekhili (2013), mean that 

recycled materials may have a negative impact on consumer preferences. Achabou and Dekhili (2013) also 

argue that consumers are only willing to buy eco-friendly products if companies manage to deliver sustainable 

products with attributes such as quality, design and color that still is equal to the conventional product. Further, 

Dekhili, Achabou., & Alharbi (2019) found that the perception of quality was decreased due to the 

implementation of sustainable processes. The use of environmentally friendly materials and socially ethical 

materials in products did lower consumers’ perception of quality. 

 

As most of the previous studies have focused on; 

1. the environmental aspect of sustainability  

2. recycled, reprocessed, environmentally friendly materials or socially ethical materials (vegan).  

 

Instead this study has taken another direction where the focus is neither only on the environmental aspect of 

sustainability, nor the material in use of products. Instead, this thesis has compared two different dimensions of 

sustainable communication approaches (environmental and social) in the context of an imaginary marketing 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0969698920312637#bib67
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campaign for a fictitious brand. The brand was portrayed to care either for the environment or for the people 

working for them. By adding the social dimension of sustainability, this study contributes with more knowledge 

of the relationship between an environmental- and social sustainable communication strategy and willingness to 

buy, via perceived quality. Where findings clearly suggest that a communication strategy focused on the social 

dimension of sustainability is increasing consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products, more than a 

communication strategy focused on the environmental dimension of sustainability, due to higher perceived 

quality of the luxury fashion products. 

 

This study is therefore contributing with new important insights, where the social dimension of sustainability 

has taken a greater place in the research area, and proven to be a strategically good choice to enhance quality, 

and not lose that important characteristic of luxury.    

 

6.2 Managerial Implications 

Millennials and Gen Z are now the customers in focus for the luxury industry. Millennials and Gen Z are 

predicted to account for nearly half of the total luxury goods sales by 2025. As these consumers enter the luxury 

market a shift in expectations to be met by luxury companies is also happening. Indeed, the luxury industry is 

facing a shift from product excellence to deeper meanings that goes beyond product consideration. One of the 

attributes that distinguish Millennials from other generations is the fact that they are more conscious and aware 

of the environmental and social impact of their purchase decisions. Gen Z is awell more influenced by 

sustainability and active in second-hand markets, than the average (Forbes 2019). Due to these facts, the luxury 

industry will most likely change and face a new more sustainability-focused era.  

 

For Luxury Fashion brands that are facing this shift and are about to act accordingly, insight and knowledge of 

how consumers behave towards sustainability are crucial for brands success. In particular it is important to 

know how Gen Z and Y behave towards sustainability, which therefore was decided to be the sample of this 

study. The practical implications of this study suggest luxury brands to choose a social communication strategy 

over an environmental communication strategy. By using a Social communication strategy, the perception of 

high quality will be preserved, where consumers perceive quality to be higher in comparison to the 

environmental strategy. The higher perception of the quality consumer has, is further having a positive impact 

on consumers’ Willingness to buy. By choosing an environmental communication strategy the result of the 

study indicates that the perception of quality will decrease which further will lower the customer’s willingness 

to buy.  
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By this information, Management of luxury brands can choose the social communication strategy when 

launching new products or in other contexts where marketing of specific products or new collections. By using 

such strategy, brands do not have to worry that the quality perception would be harmed and lead to a decrease in 

consumer’s Willingness to buy. Moreover, this can guide brands to use a communication strategy focused on 

the environmental dimensions, in other contexts where products may not be in present. Luxury brands could 

show in many other ways that they care for the environment, which may be more beneficial for the brands 

reputation and success.  

 

6.3 Limitations and future research 

This thesis contributes to the marketing literature, with new insights and knowledge about sustainable luxury 

and communication strategies. Despite interesting findings from the study, the thesis has some limitations that 

future research can consider and address.  

 

First of all, the sample of the current study was using a convenience sample technique, which leads to a 

selection bias because of the non-opportunity to regulate for the respondents. Moreover, the convenience 

sample technique makes it possible for whoever to participate in the survey, and real luxury shoppers may not 

be part of the final sample. The research could be repeated where only luxury consumers were recruited to give 

a more realistic result. It could also be interesting to conduct the study in two different countries, e.g., Sweden 

which is the most sustainable country in the world and compare it to another country which is placed lower on 

the sustainable list.  

 

Moreover, the current study was an online experiment where respondents answered a survey after being 

exposed to an imaginary marketing campaign by a fictitious brand. Due to this, the result may not represent a 

real-life scenario. Moreover, in the current study, a poster for the imaginary marketing campaign was created, 

where most elements were held constant, but some elements were different to enhance and distinguish the 

conditions. For instance, different pictures and colors were used to make it realistic and highlight the specific 

conditions; environmental and social. However, this makes it hard to control for other attributes which could 

have impacted the result, e.g., choice of color.  

 

This study has chosen to divide sustainability into its core pillars, and then focusing on two of them in 

separation. However future studies could test the effect of a communication strategy focusing on both social and 

environmental sustainability in combination. It would be interesting to know, if the quality perception in such 

case, would become more neutral as they might complete each other, or if it would decrease or increase in 
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comparison to the use of the strategies in separation.  

 

This study considered Willingness to buy as the dependent variable, however, it could be interesting to use 

Willingness to pay or Willingness to pay more, to put it into an even more realistic context and get more 

truthful answers since sustainable luxury products may be more expensive to buy, than regular luxury products 

today. The study could also take another direction where the focus on the dependent variable could shift from 

be changed to customer satisfaction, willingness to share, brand reputation, brand liking, loyalty and so on.  

 

As the luxury industry is covering a lot of different fields, this study has only taken a small part of the fashion 

luxury industry into consideration. These means that there are a lot of fields that could be analyzed further. For 

instance, it would be interesting to apply the same research on luxury cars. Would a social (vs. environmental) 

communication approach increase consumer’s Willingness to buy, due to the higher perceived quality in such 

context? Or has the environmentally friendly approach less negative impact on quality in the car industry. It 

would be truly interesting to know, since a lot of prestigious luxury car brands are in transition to electronic 

vehicles, hybrids and so on.     
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7.0 Conclusion 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The aim of the study was to gain broader knowledge of consumer perception of different sustainability 

approaches in the luxury fashion industry, and how it might affect consumer behavioral intentions. More 

specifically the customers of interest were Gen Y and Gen Z since they are about to enter the market and are 

predicted to change the luxury industry due to their values and beliefs about sustainability and ethics. The 

results from the statistical analysis, has confirmed both hypotheses of the study, and made it possible to answear   

the formulated research question:  

 

RQ: “How are different sustainable communication strategies, either with a social sustainability focus, or 

environmental sustainability focus, affecting consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products?” 

 

The findings from the study, is clearly showing a pattern where a social communication strategy is preferable 

for luxury brands to use, to remain or increase products perception of quality, and increase consumers 

behavioral intention of buying products. The environmental communication strategy, on the other hand, can 

harm luxury brands, as perception of quality decrease, and in turn Willingness to buy. The current study has by 

its findings contributed to both the “negative” and “positive” view of the literature of sustainable luxury. As  

findings suggest that an environmental communication strategy, harm a luxury brand, it shows that 

sustainability and luxury might in some ways still be contractionary and not always beneficial, not even to Gen 

Y and Gen Z. However results suggesting that a social communication strategy positively affect the luxury 

brand perception of quality and increase willingness to buy, promote and support the concepts compatibility. 

More importantly, the findings can guide luxury firms, when to use what kind of strategy, which is of 

importance for luxury brands in order to signalize the right kind of message of their products.          
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9.0 Appendices 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Appendix 1: Survey 

Introduction 

Dear respondent, 

This survey is conducted as part of my Master's thesis in Marketing at Luiss Guido Carli University. 

Participation in the survey is voluntary, but highly appreciated. It will only take a few minutes to 

finalize the survey, and it is possible to withdraw at any time. All responses are anonymous and kept 

confidential. Results of the study is used for scholarly purposes only. In the following pages you will 

be exposed to to an imaginary luxury fashion brand and marketing campaign for their latest collection 

launch. As the questionnaire is based upon this scenario, please read and view the upcoming 

graphics and information carefully.  

 

Brand and stimuli 1: Social Sustainability 

AURORA DSGN is a luxury fashion brand, launching its new collection of high-quality, handmade 

clothes and accessories. Within the production process, the brand is truly concerned about its 

workers and craftsmen, throughout its entire supply chain globally. The brand ensures that every 

worker, in all steps of the production process and supply chain, is treated with respect, is highly 

recognized, earns a fair wage, and is valued equally. A feeling of safety and good working conditions 

in line with the human rights are of paramount importance. The brand mantra is “Our fashion is all 

about people”.  

 

In the following page you will see a poster, which is part of the brand’s marketing campaign for the 

new collection "MADE FOR GOOD". In the “Made For Good” collection, all items are closely linked to 

the people who made them. On each luxury fashion item, there is a special mark of the workers who 

crafted it 
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Stimuli 2: Environmental Sustainability 

AURORA DSGN is a luxury fashion brand, launching its new collection of high-quality, handmade 

clothes and accessories. Within the production process, the brand is truly concerned about 

preserving the earth’s natural resources. The brand constantly works to minimize water usage, water 

pollution, land usage, air pollution and waste throughout its entire supply chain. The brand ensures 

that methods used in all steps of the production process and supply chain are carefully chosen to 

minimize and eliminate waste. A feeling of being in harmony with nature and working towards full 

circularity is of paramount importance. The brand mantra is “Our fashion is all about Mother Earth”. 

 

In the following page you will see a poster, which is part of the brand’s marketing campaign of the 

new collection "MADE FOR GOOD". In the “Made For Good” collection, all items are closely linked to 

natural resources. On each luxury fashion item, there is a special symbol, e.g., a wave, which 

symbolizes that water has been preserved when producing the item" 
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Manipulation check:  

 

 

Control questions 
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This is a sample of products that AURORA DSGN launch in the collection "Made for 

Good" that you just got exposed to 
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Quality 

Willingness to Buy - WTB 
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Control  

 

 

 

Demographics  
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Thank you in advance for your participation! 

For any questions regarding the survey, please do not hesitate to contact 

Lisa.Lundin@studenti.luiss.it  
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Appendix 2: Manipulation check  
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Appendix 3: Descriptive statistics  
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Appendix 4: Reliability test for Perceived quality  
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Appendix 5: Independent sample t-test for Perceived quality  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



69 
 

Appendix 6: Reliability test for Willingness to buy  
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Appendix 7: Independent sample t-test for Willingness to buy  
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Appendix 8: Simple mediation model
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Appendix 9: Simple mediation model with visualization of path a,b, c and c’ 
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Appendix 10: Simple mediation model with covariates
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Summary 

Relevance of topic 

In 2010 the concept of sustainability has been explained as an “emerging megatrend” (Harvard Business 

Review,2010). This is more than ever true today since sustainability has developed and become a huge part of 

almost every daily context, with no exception for corporations and businesses. For corporations and businesses, 

nowadays, it is somewhat mandatory to act sustainably in order to meet the standards and requirements of 

regulations and legislations, satisfy the expectations of society and thus maintain and improve brand reputation. 

Indeed, sustainability has become a vitally important goal to strive for among diverse stakeholders such as 

investors, customers, and policymakers (Werbach, 2009). 

Focusing on the Luxury Industry, companies have for a long time ignored the sustainability trend even though it 

has become an important aspect in almost every other industry and is being increasingly incorporated into the 

business idea in corporations. In 2014 in a study by Salon, consumers ranked the Luxury industry as the least 

sustainable industry, even less sustainable than the Financial- and Petrol sectors (Hashmi, 2017). The Luxury 

industry is usually welcoming trends, but due to the clash of sustainability and luxury, this trend has been 

challenging for the Luxury market to adopt. 

 

The luxury sector's widespread reach is reflected by the composition of goods, services, and experiences in 

many categories. The luxury industry includes automobiles, personal luxury goods, travel, art, gourmet food, 

liquor, private jets & yachts, etc., which implies the luxury market's large cover. Personal luxury goods which is 

the heart of the luxury industry accounted for 283 billion of the total luxury market 1.14 trillion euros in 2021. 

Further for the personal luxury goods, it is expected to continue to recover from Covid-19 with an annual 

growth rate of 6-8% until 2025 (Bain & Company, 2021).  

 

Focusing on luxury consumers, a new generation of consumers is now entering the luxury market:  Millennials 

and Generation Z (Gen Y and Gen Z). As Millennials and Gen Z account for 85 % of global luxury sales growth 

Luxury brands must align with these generations’ values and expectations. In a report from Bain & Company, 

Millennials and Gen Z are predicted to account for nearly half of the total luxury goods sales by 2025 (2016). 

One of the attributes that distinguish Millennials from other generations is the fact that they are more conscious 

and aware of the environmental and social impact of their purchase decisions. It is a generation that engages 

with high-end brands, not only because of their aesthetic preferences but more importantly because of aligning 

values (Forbes, 2022)(luxe.digital 2022). Hence, for high-end brands to stay relevant and keep their status in the 
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luxury market, it seems crucial to keep up with the sustainability trend and be part of ethical and sustainable 

luxury, changing their priorities from being focused on product excellence to be focused on reaching and 

ensuring deeper meanings of its offerings that go beyond product considerations.  

 

The British brand Stella McCartney, is one of the leading luxury brands which is committed to sustainability, by 

being kinder to the environment, animals and humans. On the website, there is a timeline which shows different 

actions the brand has taken to become more sustainable. Since the start in 2001 it was a brand using no leather, 

feather, fur and skin, followed by other incitements such us beginning with organic cotton, recycled polyester, 

100% sustainable viscose, ensure paper and cardboard packaging being certified as sustainable and so on (Stella 

McCartney, 2022). Even in the marketing campaigns, Stella McCartney has taken actions and been directly 

speaking to its audience. For instance, Stella McCartney in 2019 launched a campaign “Agents of Change”, 

where the brand advertises action in an eco-labelled campaign.  

 

Moreover, several other luxury brands are working to minimize their negative environmental and social impact 

(e.g, Deilotte 2019) where sustainability often is highlighted as a core pillar in their mission and corporate 

strategy through their official channels (Janssen, C., Vanhamme, J., Lindgreen, A., & Lefebvre, C. 2014). 

Despite the efforts of several brands, the majority is still modest about sustainability in their product-oriented 

communication directly to customers. De Angleis, Donatello and Amatulli (2021) highlight this by referring to 

Gucci’s EP&L, in comparison to the website of Gucci where only 1 of 80 both female and male product 

categories is listing sustainability as a product feature. A reason for this may be what some studies have shown, 

which is that a lot of luxury consumers do not mean that environmental protection is a factor of primary 

importance (Davies et al., 2012, Griskevicius et al., 2010). In fact, sustainability may even lower consumers’ 

perception of luxury goods’ quality (Achabou and Dekhili, 2013;2019).  

 

However, as the luxury industry is meeting a new audience, Gen Y and Gen Z where aligning values is of 

greater importance in the choice of buying luxury products, brands may be pushed to act accordingly to keep 

their position in the luxury industry and still be attractive to these generations. For luxury brands to shift 

towards a sustainable path, guidelines in what way and how to communicate sustainability may be necessary. 

Especially because of the “contradiction”, between luxury and sustainability. This may have led to scepticism 

about combining the concepts, and that sustainability could harm the luxury perception in different ways. 

As the literature is still limited on sustainable luxury, it seems crucial to continue studying how luxury firms 

should promote their sustainable practices to reach consumers’ consensus and increase their purchases.  

 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib12
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib21
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652616315827?casa_token=PvXO1DOB8wUAAAAA:vM7Xw4rsQZ9Nl44zmbYuO3e31Y1tnmmMOj64PPf4cWFKQ7yS5140kgv5YlYV6P1ew9t-MMbqMhXR#bib1
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The Gap and Research question 

In extant literature, most of the studies that focus on the luxury industry have investigated sustainability through 

the environmental lens. This means that most attention has been devoted to the planet pillar of sustainability 

(environmental dimension) while there is limited research on the other two dimensions of sustainability, the 

Social and Economic. This study aims to contribute with more knowledge within both the environmental and 

social dimension. where a comparison between both dimensions, will lead to a greater understanding of the 

concepts in relation to the luxury fashion industry communication about sustainability and its impact on 

consumers’ purchasing intentions and perceptions.  Previous studies have suggested that sustainability could 

harm the perception of quality, but research is still limited. Depending on what you put into the sustainable 

dimensions, different results could appear. In this study, I, therefore, investigate whether emphasizing the social 

aspect, with a focus on working conditions of employees, production, and craftsmanship rather than the 

environmental aspect on luxury brands’ communications might differently affect consumers. Participants taking 

part in this study will be Gen Y and Gen Z since they are growing to be the most important luxury consumers in 

the future. So, as Gen Y and Gen Z are becoming the most important customers, two generations that care more 

about aligning values of brands that they engage with, sustainability is getting more attention within the luxury 

industry where it gets more common that brands act toward sustainability. Still, main characteristics of luxury 

such as quality is important for the modern luxury customer, a characteristic which could be harmed and be 

perceived as lower when adding sustainability to the product or brand. In this study, I investigate if that 

necessarily has to be the case, or if social sustainability, with a new focus that previous studies have not 

explored: labor, the workers behind the products, the craftsmanship, and the personal touch, could instead of 

harm, actually increase the perception of quality, and further, increase Willingness to Buy.  The following 

research question has been formulated: 

 

RQ: “How are different sustainable communication strategies, either with a social sustainability focus, or 

environmental sustainability focus, affecting consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products?” 

 

Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses Development  

Luxury and slow fashion 

The concept of slow fashion is increasingly getting interest as a opposite to the fast fashion industry. Slow 

fashion has been related to an increased awareness of sustainability issues and concern about the negative 

environmental and human impact of the fashion industry (McKeown & Shearer, 2019). The concept of slow 

fashion is associated with fair working conditions, sustainable business models, organic and environmentally 

friendly materials, certifications, and traceability (Henninger et al., 2016). A lot of luxury brands have started to 
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adapt to this slow fashion trend, since consumers demands it. 73 % of Gen Z consumers are acting more 

thoughtful regarding their fashion spending, which generate a rapid growth in slow fashion. Slow fashion and 

luxury are today growing more into one, with luxury brands such as Vivienne Westwood and Stella McCartney 

as pioneers. Characteristics of slow fashion is for instance: high-quality materials for garments that are 

sustainable, timeless, locally sources materials, locally sources production teams and employees, collections 

that are not tied to seasons and so on.  

 

As slow fashion and luxury is growing more into one, and luxury brands are becoming more sustainable and 

ethical, there are still issues regarding the match. In the next paragraph, these viewpoints and issues are 

explained.  

  

Sustainability and Quality  

Consumers’ perceptions of luxury brands and their products is relevant for a brand’s success. Luxury as 

described is explained by characteristics such as excellent quality, scarcity, uniqueness & exclusivity, aesthetic 

and poly-sensuality, heritage and identity, fulfilment of dreams and superfluousness, symbolism, and expensive 

and elite.  

 

Earlier research has pointed out that consumers may not see the fit between sustainability and luxury or 

experience a lack of sustainability within the concept of luxury. This does Beckham and Voyer (2014) when 

explaining that luxury products, in many situations, get perceived as less luxurious, when being labelled as 

“sustainable”. However, even if luxury products became less luxurious, they did not become less desireable 

(Beckham & Voyer, 2014). Some customers do not want to be part of any transition to sustainable luxury 

clothes, since it probably would make luxury products even more expensive. Another reason is because 

customers believe reprocessed goods would mean lower quality (Bhandari et al. 2022). Recycled materials may 

have a negative impact on consumer preferences (Dekhili, Achabou 2013). Achabou and Dekhili (2013) argue 

that consumers are only willing to buy eco-friendly products if companies manage to deliver sustainable 

products with attributes such as quality, design and color that still is equal to the conventional product. Further, 

Dekhili, Achabou., & Alharbi (2019) proved this in their latest study, when findings indicated that perception of 

quality was decreased due to the implementation of sustainable processes. The use of environmentally friendly 

materials and socially ethical materials in products did lower consumers’ perception of quality. 

 

Further Bhattacharya and Sen (2004) illustrate that a positive link between CSR and consumer perception for 

sustainable and ethical products is reached only when the following conditions are meet: 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40685-020-00111-3#ref-CR1


80 
 

- when consumers support the CSR efforts 

- when products are of high quality 

- and when consumers do not need to pay higher price for sustainability.   

 

 Environmental sustainability: 

Sustainability is in general terms often associated to the environmental dimension. When producing clothes in 

an environmentally sustainable way, the clothes are produced in such a way that the environment will be 

affected as little as possible. This means that organic and recycled materials are used, and water and pollution 

emission is held as low as possible (styleconsidered 2022). As explained, sustainable information about a 

product could decrease perception of quality in the context of luxury. This is usually due to the association of 

recycled materials which can lower the perception of quality, the image of luxury, and the feeling of prestige. 

All these are three very important characteristics of luxury. Dekhili, Achabou., & Alharbi (2019) found in their 

study that perceived quality is significantly decreasing in the environmental conditions compared to when no 

information about sustainability was given.  

  

Social Sustainability: 

Social sustainability is about human effects of economic systems. It includes all stakeholders, meaning 

employees, investors, customers, communities where the company operates, workers throughout the value 

chain, future generations etc. (Unglobalcompact, 2022). In the current research, the focus is on the employees of 

a luxury brand specifically onthe production process and the related employees’ working conditions. Hand-

made and workmanship has become a huge trend nowadays, which often are linked to high quality of products 

and ethical benefits. When a product is hand made a certain quality standard is set. In Harvard Business 

Review, the human touch is mentioned as an important characteristic of giving the brand authenticity though 

artisanal manufacturing processes and craftmanship motivated by intrinsic desire of make the best product 

(Harvard Business Review 2021). By using the close link between social sustainability with slow fashion and 

craftsman ship, it is reasonable to believe perceived quality will increase, as well as lead to increase in 

Willingness to buy, explained more closely in the following paragraph. 

 

Perceived quality  

One of the main characteristics of luxury, like explained earlier, is superior and excellent quality. People who 

buy luxury products, assume the product to have the best quality. When consumers do buy for instance, a luxury 

bag, the assumption is it will last for a long period of time. It is an investment, where a classic piece can be 

transferred to next generations or sold as vintage. Partly because of high quality, this is possible, since the 
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product will remain its good condition even if being used over the years. According to Zeithaml (1988) 

perceived quality refers to the consumer’s judgment on a product’s overall performance or superiority rather 

than the actual quality of the product.  

 

Extrinsic and intrinsic informal cues make consumers judge the quality of the product which further form a set 

of belief towards the product (Zeithaml 1988). Extrinsic attributes are referring to the company’s reputation, 

brand image, and pricing, whereas intrinsic attributes are the physical characteristics of a product such as 

product features, specifications, design, size, shape, materials used, and perceived durability. Tsiotsou (2006) 

explains how consumers in their shopping for clothes and fashion develop interest in products through sensory 

observation, which is through the look, touch and feel of products. Further this leads to a perception of the 

clothes condition in terms of material, design, and workmanship 

  

 In the theory about Internalized luxury, which is closely linked to good taste excellence, refinement, and 

superior quality, Gen Z and Y in many ways fit into. Not only due to these characteristics, but more importantly 

due to the motivation behind internalized luxury consumption which is based on the consumers’ “inner self”. 

Millennials and Gen Z is representing a new segment in the luxury market, where deeper meanings that goes 

beyond product considerations and aesthetics are getting more important. These generations are more aware of 

the social and environmental impact of their purchase behavior. However even if these generations are assumed 

to care for aligning values with brands, quality as a main characteristic of luxury is still of importance to the 

modern consumer. In shopping for clothing, consumers usually create an interest in a particular type of clothing 

based on their sensory observation—the look, the touch, and the feel of the clothing products. The sensory 

observation would lead to a perception of how good or bad the clothes would be in terms of material, design, 

and workmanship (Tsiotsou 2006). 

 

Moreover, quality is an attribute that luxury brands always pay high attention to and is one of the main 

characteristics of luxury. Quality is almost synonymous to Luxury, so close linked are the concept. When 

buying luxury, consumers also believe that they get the best quality in the specific product category. Buzzel and 

Gale (1987) demonstrate that quality is the most effective path to differentiation and competitive advantage to 

ensure customer satisfaction. Further Cham, Ng, Lim & Cheng (2018) found in their study, that perceived 

quality among other variables, had a significant influence on individual’s clothing, which further have a positive 

influence on purchase intention.  

 

Since quality is almost synonymous with luxury as well as quality is one of the main elements that characterize 
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the modern luxury consumer, it is reasonable to assume that perception of quality will have an impact on WTB. 

This means that a decrease in perception of quality, will also decrease the WTB, whereas an increase in quality 

perception, will increase WTB.  

 

 Willingness to buy (WTB)  

Gen Y and Z are more aware of the social and environmental impact of their purchase behavior than previous 

generations. In Bain & Company’s Luxury Goods Worldwide Market Study (2020), customers show their 

concerns about social responsibility, which goes beyond only the environmental impact. In the Study 80 % of 

luxury customers, most strikingly among millennials, respond that they prefer socially responsible brands. 

Further, in a survey by Nielsen (2018) Results showed that Millennials are twice as likely as baby boomers (75 

% vs. 34 %), to definitely or probably change their habits in favor of reducing the impact on the environment.  

 

Achabou and Dekhili (2013) argue that consumers are only willing to buy eco-friendly products if companies 

manage to deliver sustainable products with attributes such as quality, design and color that still is equal to the 

conventional product. By this, Achabou and Dekhili (2013) show consumers skepticism about a product being 

both eco-friendly and a remain high quality. More importantly their statement suggests that the perception of 

quality affects consumers’ willingness to buy. Further Cham, Ng, Lim & Cheng (2018) also demonstrated the 

importance of quality, when explaining that perceived quality among other variables, had a significant influence 

on individual’s clothing, which further have a positive influence on purchase intention. 

 

Hypotheses 

To summarize, previous research has found that environmentally friendly products, could decrease perception 

of quality in the context of luxury. This is usually due to the association of recycled materials which can lower 

the perception of quality, the image of luxury, and the feeling of prestige. By changing the focus from 

environmentally friendly production processes to a focus of social sustainable production processes related to 

employees and their working conditions, the quality perception may on the other hand increase. Hand-made and 

workmanship has become a huge trend nowadays, which often are linked to high quality of products and ethical 

benefits. By using the close link between social sustainability with slow fashion and craftsmanship, it is 

reasonable to believe Perceived quality will increase, as well as lead to increase in Willingness to buy. Based on 

the written information so far, a conceptual model has been constructed and two hypotheses has been 

formulated. 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40685-020-00111-3#ref-CR1
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H1:  A communication strategy with a social sustainability focus will increase consumers’ willingness to buy 

luxury fashion products more than a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus. 

 

H2: The more positive effect of a communication strategy with a social sustainability focus rather than one with 

an environmental sustainability focus is due to the consumers’ higher perceived quality of the luxury fashion 

products.   

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework - simple mediation model  

The model consists of the independent variable, Sustainable communication strategy, which either is 

manipulated taking a focus of the social dimension of sustainability or the focus of the environmental dimension 

of sustainability. Further Perceived quality is the mediator, that explains the underlying mechanism of the 

relationship between Sustainable communication strategy and Willingness to buy, which is the dependent 

variable. To explain it shortly, the study will examine if the construct of Sustainable communication strategy 

has an indirect effect through Perceived quality on the construct of Willingness to buy. (See Fig. 1 for 

conceptual framework) 

 

Methodology 

Method and Research Design 

In order to test the hypothesized differential effects of a luxury firm’s communication strategy promoting its 

sustainable practices either focusing more on the environmental or social dimension, a between subject online 

experiment was conducted. This research undertakes a quantitative method, which is constructed as an 

experimental research design. Indeed, experimental research allows to test casual-effect relationship between 
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variables of interest. As the model shows, the mediator acts between the independent and dependent variable, 

where it explains the relationship between those.  

Sample and data collection 

The online experiment was done through Qualtrics Online Platform as a questionnaire, where it was available in 

English to have a greater reach and accessible to international participants.  Further it was sent and shared to 

participants on social media platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn. This sampling method is 

called convenience sampling (Malhotra, 2019). It is of importance to acknowledge that such sampling method 

can lead to a sample bias. Moreover, the participants did not know the purpose of the study, neither any 

information of being exposed to one of the two different randomized scenarios. All responses of the survey 

were anonymous to make people answer more truthful without any worries about judgement. The survey was 

estimated to require approximately 3-5 minutes to complete, with a total amount of 16 questions. 

 

Procedure  

The objective of the survey was to identify consumers perception of quality of sustainable luxury fashion 

products. More accurate, to find out if consumers have differences perception of quality regarding different 

communicating strategies: social sustainability focus and environmental sustainability focus. Going from there, 

the main goal was to see if this had further impact on the willingness to buy luxury fashion products.  

 

In the survey participants were presented to the fictious brand AURORA DSGN which was made up to avoid 

any biases due to former relationship to any other luxury brand. Moreover, to test the effect of the different 

sustainable marketing strategies of interest, social sustainability communication strategy and environmental 

sustainability communication strategy, a creation of the two conditions were necessary. In the subsequent 

analyzes, the conditions will be referred to as Social- and Environmental condition. The conditions were 

manipulated and took the form of a brand description and a marketing campaign poster for AURORA Design. 

For the social condition, the brand description and the poster highlighted the production process of the luxury 

fashion items with respect to human rights and working conditions, and for the environmental condition, the 

brand description and poster highlighted the production process of the luxury fashion items in an 

environmentally friendly way.  To avoid for other variables affecting the results, the brand description and the 

posters were held constant in sense of visual look considering background, layout, text font and name of 

collection, while other elements regarding brand mantra and production process were different to emphasize 

either the social or environmental condition. Indeed, according to the design used an online between-subject 

experiment participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions: Social condition vs. 

Environmental condition.  
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Further to check for the stimulus to be received in accordance with its purpose (as social or environmental) a 

manipulation check was inserted.   

 

Moreover the participants was exposed to a sample of products; a pair of shoes, a blazer, and a wallet. The 

objective of this element was to show some products to the audience to make it more real, not so abstract, and 

easier for the participants to judge Quality and Willingness to buy, when having a visualization of some 

products. The sample of products were chosen carefully to be neutral and unisex, to appeal to both men and 

women. Based on the previous information of the brand presentation and its marketing campaign, participants 

were asked to Rate Quality on a 5 item 7-point Likert scale (1= “very low” to 7 = “very high”), followed by 

Willingness to buy was measured on a 3 item 7-point Likert’s scale (1=Strongly disagree, 7=Strongly agree).  

 

Participants were also asked to answer a few questions for control purpose. Lastly the survey had a section of 

Demographics. The Demographics is put at the end of the survey to make consumers engage more in the 

relevant questions asked in the beginning. In summary the survey consists of 16 questions, covering all sections.  

 

Data analysis and results 

Descriptive statistics  

Of the 209 respondents, the waste majority were females accounting for 76.1 % (n=159), Males 23.4 % (n=49) 

and one who answered “Prefer not to say” 0.5 % (n=1). Participants consisted mainly of Gen Y 63.6 % (n=133) 

followed by Gen Z 36.4 % (n=76). Looking at the geographical distribution, the major group consisting of 

Swedes (n=121), followed by Norwegians (n=77). Other participants were from Germany (n=3) Italy (n=1), 

France (n=1), Canada (1), America, (n=1), Indonesia (n=1), Nepal (n=1), India (n=1) and Latvia (n=1).  

 

Regarding the educational level of the respondents, most of the participants have any form of higher education. 

Either in form of a completed Bachelor’s Degree (n=91) or a Master’s Degree (n=100), representing 91.4 % of 

the sample. The rest of the participants had a high school degree (n=17) corresponding to 8.1 % and less than a 

high school degree (n=1), corresponding to only 0.5 %.  

 

For monthly income, 2 participants chose not to answer. Moreover, most participant was in the top interval 

“above €3500” (n=53), followed by the second highest interval “€3000-3500” (n=45).  Also striking, is the 

lowest interval “Below €1500” (n=40), whereas the other options did not differ so much, “€1500-2000” (n=29), 

” €2000-2500” (n=14) and “€2500-3000” (n=26). 
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Reliability 

Reliability analysis was done for the variables Perceived quality and Willingness to buy, which were measured through 

3 item and 5 item 7-point Likert scales. 

Variable N of Item Cronbach Alpha 

Perceived quality 5 .942 

Willingness to buy 3 .918 

Table 4. Reliability test 

 

Independent sample t-test 

An independent sample T-test has been conducted to analyze differences between independent groups; social 

and environmental. The test was conducted for both Perceived quality and Willingness to buy. In the 

independent sample T-test, the means of the independent groups are compared and used to determine if there 

are any differences regarding the Perceived quality, and Willingness to buy.  

 

Starting with Perceived quality, the group that has been exposed to the social condition has a higher mean score 

(M= 5.76, SD 0.99) than the group which has been exposed to the environmental condition (M=4.2, SD 0.84). 

The difference was statistically significant: t (196) = 12.49, p < 0.001 (see table 1). 

  

Even for willingness to buy, the group that has been exposed to the social condition has a higher mean score 

(M=5.57, SD 1.03) than the group which has been exposed to the environmental condition (M=3.66, SD 1.29). 

The difference was statistically significant: t (203) = 11.85, p < 0.001 (see table 2). From these results it is 

possible to conclude that a communication strategy with a social sustainability focus leads to a greater 

willingness to buy, compared to a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus.  

Thereby is hypothesis 1 supported. 

Simple Mediation model   

To clarify the outputs which will be presented below, PROCESS model consists of the following variables in 

the model:  X = Communication Strategy, M = Perceived Quality and Y= Willingness to Buy. To run the 

model, a dummy variable had been created for the independent variable Communication strategy (X) coded as 

follow in the data file, Social sustainability focus=1, Environmental sustainability focus=0. 

 

From the Matrix output, the first section shows results for the outcome variable Perceived quality (M). R square 
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tells us that the model explains 43 % of the fitted data, in this case it means that 43% of Perceived quality (M) is 

explained by Communication Strategy (X). Also, the P-value < 0.001, tells us that the model is significant. 

Further, Communication strategy (X) significantly positive influences Perceived quality (M) (b = 1.59, t =-

12.56, p <0.001), suggesting that the communication strategy with a social sustainability focus leads to a higher 

perceived quality compared to a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus.  

Continuing to the second section of the Matrix, the result for the outcome variable Willingness to buy (Y) is 

presented. In this model Willingness to buy (Y) is regressed on both Perceived quality (M) and Communication 

strategy (X). R square tells us that 57% of the variation in Willingness to buy (Y) is explained by 

Communication strategy (X) and Perceived quality (M). As Perceived quality (M) was added to the model, the 

R square increased from 43% to 57 %. The P value <0.001, tells us that the model is significant. Moreover, 

from the table, Communication strategy (X) has a positive significant impact on Willingness to buy (Y) (b=.81, 

t=4.43, p < 0.001). Further we can see that Perceived quality (M), has a significant impact on Willingness to buy 

(Y) (b=.69, t=9.17, p< 0.001).  

 

This means that both the Communication Strategy and Perceived quality significantly and positively affect 

Willingness to buy, suggesting that a communication strategy with a social sustainability focus leads to a greater 

willingness to buy, compared to a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability focus. 

 

In the third section, we find the Total effect Model matrix, where the outcome variable is once again 

Willingness to buy (Y), but now only with Communication strategy in the model. In the summary, we first find 

from R-square that Communication strategy (X) explains 40 % of the variability in Willingness to buy (Y). 

Also, we can point out that the model is significant by referring to the p-value <0.001. Moreoever there is 

statistical evidence that Communication strategy (X) significantly positive influences Willingness to buy 

(b=1.91, t=11.74, p < 0.001), Suggesting that a communication strategy with a social sustainability focus leads 

to a greater willingness to buy compared to a communication strategy with an environmental sustainability 

focus.  

 

The fourth and last section of the matrix shows the Total, Direct and Indirect effects of X on Y. We want to 

examine if the construct of Communication strategy (X) has an indirect effect through Perceived quality (M) 

on the construct of Willingness to buy (Y).  For the mediating effect, which is of our interest, we therefore check 

the Indirect effect. As the range between the values for BootLLCI (0.83) and BootUCLI (1.40) does not contain 

0, it is likely to be a genuine indirect effect of X on Y. The indirect effect size is positive and 1.10. Therefore, 

we can state that the indirect effect of Communication strategy (X) on Willingness to buy (Y), via Perceived 



88 
 

quality (M) is significantly positive (b=1.10, 95%, C.I. = 0.83, 1.40).  

 

Continuing by looking on the direct effect, which shows the effect from X to Y, in presence of the mediator, we 

find it significant too (b=0.81, 95%, C.I. 0.45, 1.17) meaning that some of the effects are directly passed from X 

to Y. Hence, Perceived quality, is partially mediating the relationship between Communication strategy and 

Willingness to buy. Thereby is hypothesis 2 supported. 

 

Discussion 

Theoretical contribution 

First of all, the current literature on sustainable luxury, is still limited and there are lot of space for new research 

to take place. Second, the literature is clearly split into two diverging views: a negative one and a positive one. 

This study contributes to the “positive view” and gives more evidence that the concepts are compatible, but 

more importantly it gives useful information of how communication of sustainability within the luxury fashion 

industry could be communicated.  

 

As most of the previous studies have focused on; 

1. the environmental aspect of sustainability  

2. recycled, reprocessed, environmentally friendly materials or socially ethical materials (vegan), 

this study has taken another direction where the focus is neither only on the environmental aspect of 

sustainability, nor the material in use of products. Instead, this thesis has compared two different dimensions of 

sustainable communication approaches (environmental and social) in the context of an imaginary marketing 

campaign for a fictitious brand. The brand was portrayed to care either for the environment or for the people 

working for them. By adding the social dimension of sustainability, this study contributes with more knowledge 

of the relationship between an environmental- and social sustainable communication strategy and willingness to 

buy, via perceived quality. Where findings clearly suggest that a communication strategy focused on the social 

dimension of sustainability is increasing consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products, more than a 

communication strategy focused on the environmental dimension of sustainability, due to higher perceived 

quality of the luxury fashion products. 

 

This study is therefore contributing with new important insights, where the social dimension of sustainability 

has taken a greater place in the research area, and proven to be a strategically good choice to enhance quality, 

and not lose that important characteristic of luxury.    
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Managerial Implications 

Millennials and Gen Z are now the customers in focus for the luxury industry. Millennials and Gen Z are 

predicted to account for nearly half of the total luxury goods sales by 2025. As these consumers enter the luxury 

market a shift in expectations to be met by luxury companies is also happening. Indeed, the luxury industry is 

facing a shift from product excellence to deeper meanings that goes beyond product consideration. One of the 

attributes that distinguish Millennials from other generations is the fact that they are more conscious and aware 

of the environmental and social impact of their purchase decisions. Gen Z is awell more influenced by 

sustainability and active in second-hand markets, than the average (Forbes 2019). Due to these facts, the luxury 

industry will most likely change and face a new more sustainability-focused era.  

 

For Luxury Fashion brands that are facing this shift and are about to act accordingly, insight and knowledge of 

how consumers behave towards sustainability are crucial for brands success. In particular it is important to 

know how Gen Z and Y behave towards sustainability, which therefore was decided to be the sample of this 

study. The practical implications of this study suggest luxury brands to choose a social communication strategy 

over an environmental communication strategy. By using a Social communication strategy, the perception of 

high quality will be preserved, where consumers perceive quality to be higher in comparison to the 

environmental strategy. The higher perception of the quality consumer has, is further having a positive impact 

on consumers’ Willingness to buy. By choosing an environmental communication strategy the result of the 

study indicates that the perception of quality will decrease which further will lower the customer’s willingness 

to buy.  

 

By this information, Management of luxury brands can choose the social communication strategy when 

launching new products or in other contexts where marketing of specific products or new collections. By using 

such strategy, brands do not have to worry that the quality perception would be harmed and lead to a decrease in 

consumer’s Willingness to buy. Moreover, this can guide brands to use a communication strategy focused on 

the environmental dimensions, in other contexts where products may not be in present. Luxury brands could 

show in many other ways that they care for the environment, which may be more beneficial for the brands 

reputation and success.  

 

Limitations and future research 

This thesis contributes to the marketing literature, with new insights and knowledge about sustainable luxury 

and communication strategies. Despite interesting findings from the study, the thesis has some limitations that 

future research can consider and address.  
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The current study was an online experiment where respondents answered a survey after being exposed to an 

imaginary marketing campaign by a fictitious brand. Due to this, the result may not represent a real-life 

scenario. Moreover, in the current study, a poster for the imaginary marketing campaign was created, where 

most elements were held constant, but some elements were different to enhance and distinguish the conditions. 

For instance, different pictures and colors were used to make it realistic and highlight the specific conditions; 

environmental and social. However, this makes it hard to control for other attributes which could have impacted 

the result, e.g., choice of color.  

 

This study has chosen to divide sustainability into its core pillars, and then focusing on two of them in 

separation. However future studies could test the effect of a communication strategy focusing on both social and 

environmental sustainability in combination. It would be interesting to know, if the quality perception in such 

case, would become more neutral as they might complete each other, or if it would decrease or increase in 

comparison to the use of the strategies in separation.  

 

As the luxury industry is covering a lot of different fields, this study has only taken a small part of the fashion 

luxury industry into consideration. These means that there are a lot of fields that could be analyzed further. For 

instance, it would be interesting to apply the same research on luxury cars. Would a social (vs. environmental) 

communication approach increase consumer’s Willingness to buy, due to the higher perceived quality in such 

context? Or has the environmentally friendly approach less negative impact on quality in the car industry. It 

would be truly interesting to know, since a lot of prestigious luxury car brands are in transition to electronic 

vehicles, hybrids and so on.     

 

Conclusion 

The aim of the study was to gain broader knowledge of consumer perception of different sustainability 

approaches in the luxury fashion industry, and how it might affect consumer behavioral intentions. More 

specifically the customers of interest were Gen Y and Gen Z since they are about to enter the market and are 

predicted to change the luxury industry due to their values and beliefs about sustainability and ethics. The 

results from the statistical analysis, has confirmed both hypotheses of the study, and made it possible to answear   

the formulated research question:  

 

RQ: “How are different sustainable communication strategies, either with a social sustainability focus, or 

environmental sustainability focus, affecting consumers’ willingness to buy luxury fashion products?” 
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The findings from the study, is clearly showing a pattern where a social communication strategy is preferable 

for luxury brands to use, to remain or increase products perception of quality, and increase consumers 

behavioral intention of buying products. The environmental communication strategy, on the other hand, can 

harm luxury brands, as perception of quality decrease, and in turn Willingness to buy. The current study has by 

its findings contributed to both the “negative” and “positive” view of the literature of sustainable luxury. As 

findings suggest that an environmental communication strategy, harm a luxury brand, it shows that 

sustainability and luxury might in some ways still be contractionary and not always beneficial, not even to Gen 

Y and Gen Z. However results suggesting that a social communication strategy positively affect the luxury 

brand perception of quality and increase willingness to buy, promote and support the concepts compatibility. 

More importantly, the findings can guide luxury firms, when to use what kind of strategy, which is of 

importance for luxury brands in order to signalize the right kind of message of their products.          

 

 

 


