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Abstract: The fashion industry, despite generating great benefits in terms of trade, employment
and income worldwide, is considered one of the most polluting industries due to the linearity of
its production process with a high consumption of energy and raw materials as well as of waste
generation. Furthermore, the short life cycles of its products, where the consumer seeks more to be
fashionable than the products’ durability, contribute to this. However, this paradigm is changing
due to society’s increased concern for the environment and a healthier way of life, promoting the
emergence of a new concept called slow fashion, which seeks to improve the sustainability of
fashion items from an environmental and ethical point of view. In this way, many companies are
implementing circular economy measures in their production processes and innovating more circular
products. The purpose of this work was to determine the consumer orientation toward slow fashion
consumption, their perceived value and if they are willing to accept changes in their own behavior.
The results confirm this new consumer orientation toward slow fashion consumption, which entails
an important business transformation, fostering the innovation of new products and manufacturing
systems characterized by a circular approach.

Keywords: slow fashion; circular economy; sustainable consumer; sustainability; product innovation

1. Introduction

The industrial revolution marked the beginning of fossil fuel consumption in produc-
tion processes. In this period, industrial growth was considered a source of wealth and
prosperity. However, at present, given the overexploitation of natural resources and the
destruction of ecosystems, the scientific community shows warning signs of the possibility
of ecological collapse, with important environmental and health problems that seriously
concern society and international organizations. This scenario is undoubtedly linked to
irresponsible management of resources, which puts social and economic capital at risk in
the near future [1].

The fashion industry brings substantial benefits to the economy in terms of trade,
employment, investment, and income throughout the world. Fashion products, deter-
mined by designers, cultural aspects, and creative industries, are subject to sudden and
unpredictable changes by consumers that allow this industry to be characterized by the
short life cycles and high differentiation of its products and changes in demand associated
with prolonged and inflexible supply processes [2]. As a result of the mass production of
these types of products, energy and raw materials are consumed in excess.

Within the European Union, fashion had 171,000 companies, employing 1.7 million
people, and generating a turnover of 178,000 million euros [3]. In 2019, the fashion industry
contributed 2.8% to GDP in Spain, 2.7% in France and 1.2% in Italy. In addition, households
in the European Union spent about 264,000 million euros on clothing in 2018, 10% more
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than in 2008 [4]. These amounts show the importance of the fashion sector in the European
Union.

Nevertheless, the fashion industry is considered one of the most polluting industries
in the world, after the oil industry, being responsible for 10% of the production of global
CO2 emissions and 20% of global water waste [4]. In this way, millions of producers and
consumers around the world are involved in value chains known as linear. These value
chains imply an excessive consumption of energy and raw materials and a high production
of waste, with little room for reuse or recycling. Moreover, Europeans buy an average of
more than 12 kg of clothing per year, which represents a global consumption of more than
46 million m3 of water and 195 million tons of CO2.

To combat this waste, the European Commission has created a Circular Economy
Action Plan that shows the way to move toward a neutral economy [5]. In addition,
customers, concerned about this situation, are looking for new alternatives based on
products that cause minimal environmental damage and generate a positive social impact,
increasing awareness of both the negative impact of large supply chains and the care for
sustainability by retailers [6].

The term “circular economy”, introduced by [7], is based on a new economic paradigm
in which the concepts of industrial and social evolution are developed considering sus-
tainability in connection with a philosophy without waste. This circular economy model
focuses on the principle of “closing the life cycle” of products, services, raw materials,
and energy to make more efficient use of resources and to improve sustainability [8]. It is
an economic model that involves stakeholders collaborating to maximize the use of raw
materials to minimize natural resources and energy waste and generate a positive impact
on the environment and society [1].

In line with the new circular economic model and in contrast to fast fashion—which
allows companies to optimize their supply chain to respond quickly to new fashion trends
and consumer demands by putting fashion products in stores with a delivery time of less
than a month [9]—developed in the 1950s with the rise of prêt à porter, a new concept
called slow fashion or sustainable fashion has emerged as an alternative of this sector to
mass production and its consequences. The Spanish association of sustainable fashion
defines it as “any garment or accessory that respects the environment, human health and
workers, and promotes the use of sustainable materials, the reuse of existing materials
and local production”. This evolution in the fashion industry is an opportunity for a great
transformation toward sustainability [10]. Additionally, it has been observed that health
factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic have caused consumers to consider a new, more
sustainable mode of consumption [11,12].

This new sustainable business model is driving consumers to look not only at the aes-
thetic aspect of fashion apparel but also at other ethical and environmental characteristics.
For example, in the European market, 38% of consumers look at the social impact of the
garment before purchasing it, and 37% look at its environmental impact [13]. With this
new scenario, companies in the sector are starting to develop alternatives in this direction.
For example, Inditex’s JoinLife, Mango’s Committed or H&M’s Conscious collections aim
to offer their customers ethically produced clothing with more sustainable fabrics, which
customers can identify with accredited labels. In addition, 100% sustainable companies are
emerging, such as the company Ecoalf, which manufactures high-quality clothing from
waste materials such as plastic bottles, fishing nets, recycled cotton, tires, etc.

Companies are aware of the need to take steps to improve their production processes
and product quality, but are customers predisposed to accept the correlated new market
conditions? This paper attempts to respond to this research issue. The purpose of this
research is to analyze the fashion consumer behavior and her or his willingness to change
to a sustainable fashion model in an attempt to answer the following questions: Are fashion
customers predisposed to accept the new market conditions? Are they willing to pay more
for a sustainable product? This paper focuses on fashion consumers in the Spanish market.
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2. Theoretical Background

Prêt-à-porter marked a revolution in the fashion industry, establishing fast fashion as a
production and consumption model. Nevertheless, nowadays, the term “sustainability” in
fashion emerges as a social response to the excessive production and consumption typical
of the linear economic model known as fast fashion [14,15].

There are different terms that connect fashion and sustainability [16] such as ecological
fashion, produced from green, organic and environmentally friendly products; ethical
fashion, within the framework of fair trade, following non-exploitative principles and
decent working conditions, and minimizing pollution in the production process [17]; and
slow fashion, which focuses on slowing down the production and consumption processes,
promoting sustainable values among all actors involved in the fashion system [18], and is
part of circular economy [19–21]. In this paper, we focus on the last one.

2.1. Slow Fashion Orientation

Over the past few years, the fashion industry has negatively influenced the consumer’s
well-being by creating a feeling of artificial necessity, novelty and obsolescence [22,23] that
are driven by mass production processes typical of the prêt-à-porter paradigm. In addition,
some authors [23] affirm that fashion-oriented consumers look for the latest trends, and
they are often less inclined to take environmental aspects into account in their decision
making. Nevertheless, other authors [24–27] emphasize the society’s concerns about
environmental issues and how they are beginning to modify their consumption habits.
Some studies [28] affirm that all consumers approach the “greenness” of their lifestyles
and consumption practices in different approaches, as they are facing contextual influences
at the micro (e.g., consumers’ decision-making process) and macro levels (e.g., shifting
social norms, increasing coverage, etc.). In this sense, sustainable clothing consumption
is understood as the tendency of an individual to purchase and maintain clothing in a
sustainable way [23,29].

However, it has been indicated [30] that sustainability by itself will not be enough to
make the necessary changes in consumers’ apparel purchases due to three reasons: (a) the
sustainability of clothing is too complex, (b) consumers are too diverse in their ethical
concerns, and (3) apparel is not an altruistic purchase. Some authors [30] allude to a lack of
understanding about ethics and sustainability and their relation to a sustainable product; a
consumer’s thinking is “I look good with these clothes”, when it should focus on how that
product was made [24], considering if it fulfilled all ethical standards. Some consumers
consider slow fashion products as luxury products due to their price and exclusivity [31].
Nevertheless, nowadays, the gradual shift from fast fashion to a sustainable and socially
responsible fashion is clearly visible around the globe [32]. Therefore, it is essential to
understand the slow fashion orientation and how this influences the perceived value.

For this purpose, some authors [25] developed a scale capable of analyzing the dimen-
sions (equity, authenticity, functionality, localism and exclusivity) that define consumer
orientation toward slow fashion and how they influence the perceived value.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The slow fashion consumer orientation influences the perceived value of
sustainable products.

2.2. Customer Perceived Value

Customer perceived value is the consumer’s overall assessment of the product’s ben-
efit [26]. Consumers make this evaluation by comparing the benefits that they receive
(quality, comfort, etc.) with the cost (money, time, etc.) they must afford [33]. Consumer’s
perceived value is based on an evaluation of cost–benefit in comparison with other com-
petitors in the market [34].

Traditionally, the concept of customer perceived value included the dimensions of
price and quality, and later, the social and emotional aspects of value were added [35]. In
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this sense, the Customer Perceived Value Scale (CPVS) [36] analyzes perceived value in
terms of four factors: quality (expected benefit of the product), price (cost of purchasing
the product), emotional (feelings provided by the product) and social (expected benefit to
improve their position in society) [24].

The consumption of fashion products is an effort by consumers to manifest their
thoughts and feelings or the image they wish to be perceived by the society [37]. Be-
tween the 1950s and 1990s, consumers did not just buy products based on fashion and
focus on aesthetics alone. However, nowadays, consumers are increasingly looking for
products that meet certain environmental and ethical standards in their production and
distribution. In addition, consumers put pressure on companies to incorporate socially
and environmentally responsible practices in their production process [38] following the
message that we should consume products that are sustainably produced and designed
for longevity [23,39,40]. In this sense, many companies are trying to make their products
more valuable [41] and thus have a more favorable position in the market to increase their
profitability. For this purpose, they must not only offer valuable products from an aesthetic
standpoint but additionally care about improving their production processes with the
aim of ensuring the more sustainable nature of products and commitment to ethical and
social values. This would improve the consumer’s attitude toward their apparel products.
Some literature [42] considers attitude as one of the key factors in consumer behavior,
which plays an important role in purchase intent. Moreover, slow fashion products allow
consumers to feel satisfied with their choice because they are purchasing a quality product
that, beyond aesthetic aspects, meets environmental and ethical requirements too. These
factors influence the consumer’s attitude and therefore their purchase intention. In this
way, it also differs from traditional fast fashion, increasing the emotional value of the
product purchased. Sustainable fashion consumers are attached to their values and believe
in them. Several studies [27,43] confirm the positive relationship between attitude and
consumer behavior through a sustainable perspective. For this reason, if the consumers
perceive the sustainability value in fashion apparel, it is considered as an added value, they
are willing to modify their behavior for environmental protection [44], and they will be
more willing to buy it [24,25].

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The added value of a slow fashion product increases the purchase intention.

2.3. Willingness to Pay

The price is always a key factor in the purchase decision process [44–46]. Willingness
to pay (WTP) can be defined as “the affordable price for a product that a buyer is ready
to pay” [47]. Products manufactured in a circular and environmentally and ethically
sustainable way are usually more expensive than products that do not comply with these
characteristics. Nonetheless, sustainable fashion products present a higher perceived
value by consumers due to the perception about how these products help to protect
the environment and the society [48]. In comparison with fast fashion consumers, the
slow fashion consumers purchase less, and they concentrate mainly on the quality and
serviceability of the garments [27] and perceive a higher overall value obtained from
consuming these types of garments [48].

Thus, the positive satisfaction of customers toward this type of sustainable fashion
product reinforces their loyalty, and, consequently, they are willing to pay more for their
products [24], both because of the conscious estimation of value and because they feel
better emotionally with that purchase.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): The sustainable fashion consumer is willing to pay more for slow fashion
products.

In the following sections, we analyze the above assumptions.
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3. Method

To test the conceptual model along with hypotheses, we focused on the fashion
market in Spain. To carry out this study, we conducted a qualitative and quantitative
analysis through online surveys conducted among regular consumers of fashion garments
and accessories in Spain. Afterward, a path analysis was used to determine the causal
relationship between the different study variables to validate the hypotheses raised in the
previous section.

3.1. Data Collection

To test the proposed conceptual model along with the hypotheses, an online ques-
tionnaire was disseminated to regular users who purchase fashion items (sustainable and
non-sustainable). The sample population was Spanish nationwide residents, aged 18 years
or older. The survey was conducted via social networks (mainly Instagram, WhatsApp,
Facebook, and Twitter), email and personal interviews. To measure the research model,
we employed validated instruments whenever available. In this way, the questionnaire
was structured in five sections. The first section establishes questions to get to know the
respondents’ profile (age, gender, education, annual consumption of fashion products, etc.).
The second section evaluates slow fashion orientation by adapting the [24] scale to this
case. It consists of 5 variables (equity, authenticity, functionality, localism, and exclusivity)
and 15 items that evaluate the orientation through the variables described above. The third
section evaluates the perceived value by adopting the scale through 4 variables (quality,
emotional, price and social) and 19 items that define these variables [36]. The fourth
section assesses the purchase intention with 3 items and follows the scale proposed by
some authors [26] for slow fashion consumption. Finally, the fifth section evaluates the
willingness to pay more with 3 items and adopts some specific scales regarding the slow
fashion consumption [26,49]. All the scales were measured following a seven-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

3.2. Sample

The questionnaire was distributed by the snowball method through social networks
such as Facebook, Instagram, or WhatsApp. After filtering incomplete or invalid responses,
we considered for this study 267 valid responses. Table 1 illustrates the main demographic
information for the sample analyzed.

The survey results reveal that 65.2% of the consumers surveyed claim to follow fashion
trends and do not go shopping for clothes very often, with more than 50% going 1–2 times
a quarter or less. Nevertheless, their shopping is purely impulsive, with 70% of those
surveyed buying clothes when they feel the need. As for the type of consumer they identify
with, 32.7% say they buy clothes they like without looking at price or durability, 24.3% buy
a lot of cheap clothes expecting them to last as long as possible, 21.7% buy few clothes at a
low price but expecting them to last longer, 16.9% buy expensive clothes expecting them to
last longer, and 4.9% buy clothes that are trendy, cheap and have a short life cycle.

Finally, in consumption terms, 67.4% spend less than 100 euros per month on fashion
products and 25.5% between 100 and 200 euros, while 43.3% spend less than 5% on slow
fashion products, and 19.6% between 5 and 10%. These results indicate that the consumers
surveyed spend little on fashion products, which could be a problem for adopting a more
expensive product such as slow fashion apparel. Furthermore, only 69.3% have heard
of this concept, with the most popular brands being Inditex JoinLife (47.6%), H&M’s
Conscious (46.8%), Mango’s Committed (40.4%) and Ecoalf (21%).



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13858 6 of 11

Table 1. Main demographic information.

Demographic Categories Frequency (%)

Gender

Female 73.8

Male 25.9

Non-binary 0.3

Age (years old)

18–24 36.3

25–34 14.2

35–44 32.6

45–54 9

55–64 5.6

65+ 2.2

Education

Higher education or less 5.2

Occupational training 9.4

Bachelor’s degree 21.3

Graduate degree 35.6

Master’s degree 22.1

Ph.D. degree 6.4

Monthly fashion consumption (EUR)

Less than 100 67.4

100–200 25.5

201–300 5.2

301–400 1.1

More than 400 0.7

3.3. Path Analysis

Path analysis was developed and introduced into the literature in the 1910s and
1920s by the biologist Sewell Wright [50,51]. During all these years, this methodology has
been used in various fields such as medicine, psychology, economics, or education, among
others. Path analysis is a technique employed to analyze the postulated causal relationships
between variables measured at a specific instant in time and therefore its applicability
to retrospective or ex post facto research [52]. The importance of this methodology lies
in its simplicity and visualization of the causal relationships between variables. Several
authors [53] indicate that this method can be considered an extension of the multiple
regression model, where not only the direct contribution of a set of independent variables
on a dependent variable is verified but also the interaction between the predictor variables
and the indirect influence of the predictor variables on the dependent variable [54].

The research model proposed in Figure 1 attempts to establish the causal relationship
between slow fashion orientation, customer perceived value, willingness to pay and intention
to purchase variables, allowing to test the hypotheses described in Section 2.
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Figure 1. Research model.

4. Results

To test the proposed hypothesis, a path analysis was performed. The model includes
all the causal relationships proposed in the hypotheses. Additionally, the relationship
between slow fashion orientation and intention to purchase was also analyzed since the
effects of this orientation are not expected to be completely mediated by perceived value.
The overall goodness-of-fit indices point to a good fit of the model to the data (chi-square =
11.25; CFI = 0.950; SRMR = 0.070). The main results are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Path analysis results.

Hypothesis Independent
Variable

Dependent
Variable

Standardized
Coefficient p Direct

Effect

1 Slow fashion
orientation

Perceived
value 0.379 0.000 Supported

2 Perceived
value

Intention to
purchase 0.299 0.000 Supported

3 Perceived
value

Willingness
to pay more 0.253 0.000 Supported

Slow fashion
orientation

Intention to
purchase 0.177 0.001

As shown in Table 2, the results underline that there is a direct effect between con-
sumer orientation and perceived value; thus, H1 is supported. Therefore, it confirms
the change that society is experiencing toward the circular economy, seeing slow fashion
items as products with high added value as they believe that this type of product can
contribute to an improvement of the environment. In addition, the results show that there
is a significant direct effect between perceived value and intention to purchase. Thus,
hypothesis H2 is also supported. This result indicates that society is changing, and con-
scious consumers are more predisposed to buy sustainable fashion items, as the benefits
for the environment and society are tangible, and through sustainable purchasing, they are
contributing to environmental and social improvement. Finally, we analyzed the relation
between “perceived value” and “willingness to pay more”. The results indicate that the
corresponding standardized coefficient reaches the value of 0.253 (p < 0.01). Hence, hy-
pothesis 3 is also supported. This fact confirms the importance of sustainability in fashion
products, where those products that meet the standards that characterize a slow fashion
product will be better perceived by customers, and they will be willing to pay more to
acquire this sustainable product and contribute to the environmental improvement. In
addition, we found a significant direct influence of slow fashion orientation on intention to
purchase. The effect on intentions is not only produced via a higher perception of the value
of the product but also directly. The conscious customer detects a value in the purchase of
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the slow fashion product that goes beyond the perceived value of the product itself. The
act of buying the sustainable product itself brings additional value. Figure 2 represents
graphically the causal relationships after applying the path analysis.

Figure 2. Causal relationships.

5. Conclusions

Over the years, and particularly after the rise of prêt-à-porter, the fashion industry
has negatively influenced the well-being of the fashion consumer by creating a sense of
artificial need, novelty and obsolescence. This is complemented by a linear manufacturing
process characterized by an excessive consumption of energy and raw materials and a
high production of waste. Currently, the fashion industry is characterized as one of the
most polluting industries. Nonetheless, nowadays, an increasing number of consumers are
becoming aware of environmental and ethical issues, and they are convinced of protecting
the environment and society with their consumption acts. In this way, they are adopting
sustainable behaviors when it comes to consuming fashion products. The trend in this
sense seems to be growing, and thus the efforts of companies to implement sustainable
policies can be rewarded in the short or medium term with regard to profitability.

The results of this study confirm the change in consumer consumption habits. Con-
sumers are increasingly oriented toward sustainable fashion as a tool to preserve the
environment and the health and well-being of society and are also willing to pay more
for a slow fashion product. Slow fashion consumers are more committed in terms of
sustainability, and therefore, when they see a product with these characteristics in the store,
they perceive it as having greater value than other fast fashion products that are more
harmful in terms of sustainability. Therefore, the perceived value of a sustainable product
encourages purchase intent, as consumers believe that by buying this type of product, they
are contributing to the improvement of the environment. In fact, consumers’ commitment
to this new circular economic model is such that they are willing to pay more to buy
these types of products because of the benefits they have for society in terms of health,
well-being, environmental effects, and contribution to a clean and safe world. In this sense,
companies must be aware of the relevance of this new consumption paradigm and adapt
their production processes to the new needs of consumers who are more oriented toward
environmental and social issues.

The findings of this study support the importance that the new slow fashion trend
is having in society. An increasing number of consumers adhere to this new trend that
focuses on slowing down the production and consumption processes and promoting
sustainable values among all actors involved in the fashion system as a path to improve
the environment and the health of society. Hence, these findings give fashion companies
a better understanding of the slow fashion movement, the key factors that influence
perceived value, how they positively influence purchase intent and how the consumer
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is willing to pay more for this slow fashion product to contribute to the safeguard of the
environment and the society’s health.

Finally, companies must bear in mind that this new consumer trend might generate
important benefits, and although it is difficult to adapt production processes, administra-
tions, institutions, and consumers are willing to help companies to achieve this change. On
the one hand, consumers are willing to pay more for a slow fashion product, and, on the
other hand, administrations and institutions are providing funding to change production
processes from the linear to the circular model. Therefore, companies must act and adapt
as soon as possible to this new trend, which, as the results of this study show, is becoming
increasingly relevant.

This study is circumscribed to the Spanish market. It would be interesting to make
a comparison between different national markets and to determine whether this pre-
disposition to change consumption habits is influenced by the culture of each country.
Furthermore, we could outline the relevance of being able to analyze whether this change
toward slow fashion tends to be more accepted by empowered people, thus facilitating a
quicker growth of this new type of slow consumption.
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