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Abstract: Since plastic waste is a serious social issue, fashion companies are attempting to develop
sustainable apparel made from post-consumer plastic bottles. This social issue is relevant to every
company regardless of the level of brand luxury. However, previous literature has not examined the
effect of this sustainable product type on consumer behaviour, whereas comprehensive sustainable
development is widely discussed in luxury branding research. Consequently, this study investigates
how the launch of sustainable plastic apparel affects consumer brand attitude and purchase intention.
According to the 440 samples collected via an online survey in Japan, moderated mediation analyses
reveal that the launch of sustainable plastic apparel positively affects brand attitude contributing
to purchase intention indirectly, while it also contributes to purchase intention directly. In addition,
brand luxury and brand experience are found to weaken the effect of this sustainable product launch,
whereas the influence of sustainable product experience is insignificant. To launch this type of
sustainable apparel effectively, luxury companies are advised to redesign their current marketing
to promote sustainable products more effectively and adjust their branding tactics to align with
sustainability. Otherwise, their brand luxury may lead to a disadvantage, since plastic recycling is
increasingly becoming a social requirement.

Keywords: sustainability; luxury; brand experience; plastic recycling; plastic apparel; elaboration
likelihood model

1. Introduction

In terms of plastic pollution, which has become an increasingly serious issue, the negative
impact of post-consumer plastic bottles has been frequently reported [1,2], since it is a prominent
environmental and social issue. Plastic bottles are typically made of polyethylene terephthalate,
which is the same material used in polyester fibre for making apparel. Therefore, post-consumer bottles
can be recycled into plastic materials for the production of polyester apparel [3]. Accordingly, numerous
apparel companies are attempting to develop sustainable plastic apparel made from post-consumer
bottles (hereafter simply referred to as ‘sustainable plastic apparel’) [4–6]. By launching this type of
product, they can contribute to reducing plastic pollution. Moreover, modern consumers are assumed
to raise their brand evaluation based on a company’s sustainable practices, since they seem to be
environmentally conscious [7].

Environmental pollution is a social problem relevant to every business field. Not only apparel
brands for the masses, but also luxury brands face this issue. Luxury managers have been approaching
the issue of sustainable development in various ways [8–10]. According to the empirical literature,
green supply chains, such as green purchasing and green manufacturing, contribute to overall
enterprise performance while improving the environment [11–13]. Therefore, it seems that sustainable
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operation can be meaningful from both the environmental and commercial perspectives. Even in
the luxury sector, sustainable operation appears to be favourable for general consumers in a broad
sense [10,14]. However, despite recent developments regarding sustainable plastic apparel, few studies
have discussed its effect on consumer behaviour. When focusing on luxury brands’ attributes, such as
prestige, excellent quality, and hedonism [15–17], consumers may perceive a contradiction in terms of
luxury brands and this product type made from post-consumer bottles, which is a kind of waste.

In addition, major food companies are switching their packaging material from virgin plastic made
from petroleum to sustainable materials made from post-consumer bottles [18,19], since they are socially
responsible for this type of plastic waste. These drink containers were originally produced for the food
industry. As a result, the supply/demand balance of post-consumer bottles has tightened, and their
recent market price is higher than before [20,21]. Accordingly, the production cost of sustainable plastic
apparel is estimated to be higher than that of regular plastic apparel (personal communication with Mr.
Makoto Kuroda, a manager on the sustainable development team, Mitsubishi Corporation).

According to the elaboration likelihood model (ELM), persuasive communication is expected to
strongly influence consumer attitude if they have a high level of information processing ability [22–24].
From this perspective, it is likely that a consumer’s brand evaluation is guided by brand communication
about sustainable plastic apparel, especially when they already have product brand knowledge based
on their experiences. However, in the literature, there is a lack of discussion on the relationships
between product/brand experience, brand evaluation, and sustainable development.

Consequently, this study seeks to determine how consumers evaluate an apparel brand according
to its luxury level when the brand launches sustainable plastic apparel made from post-consumer
bottles. Consumers’ brand evaluation may change according to their product/brand experience; hence,
apparel brand managers need to consider these elements when building their marketing strategy.
Moreover, consumers’ purchase of sustainable products does not always correspond to their attitude [25].
These uncertain factors may damage an apparel company’s profits, since sustainable plastics have
become more expensive. By contrast, if these factors are managed appropriately, a company is assumed
to contribute to environmental issues more effectively.

Accordingly, this study examines the effect of the launch of sustainable plastic apparel on
consumers’ brand attitude and purchase intention towards this product. In addition, it discusses how
brand luxury moderates the effect of this product’s launch. The influence of consumer experience on
apparel brands and of this product type on attitude formation is also discussed. The purpose is to
derive the strategic implications for luxury brand managers attempting to develop sustainable plastic
apparel made from post-consumer bottles. The study is also relevant from an academic perspective
because the effect of this product type has rarely been discussed in previous literature.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Sustainability, Brand Attitude, and Purchase Intention

As numerous environmental issues are frequently reported nowadays, consumers seem to be
increasingly interested in sustainable products [7]. The literature suggests that sustainable factors,
such as a product’s environmentally friendly and ethical attributes, contribute to consumers’ product
evaluation [26,27]. From the perspective of supply chain management, previous empirical studies
report that interactive sustainable operations between supply chain members, including both upstream
and downstream companies, comprehensively generate sustainable synergy [11–13]. This synergy
seems to be difficult to generate without consumers’ positive reactions. It is, therefore, likely that
consumer brand attitude generally becomes favourable when an apparel brand launches a sustainable
product. In addition, once brand attitude rises, purchase intentions towards this product launched by
the brand are also assumed to rise [28,29].

According to the theory of planned behaviour, however, not only attitude, but also subjective
norm and perceived behavioural control influence consumers’ behavioural intention [30]. In addition,
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previous literature reports that both sustainability benefit and cost simultaneously impact behavioural
intention [31,32]. Sustainable plastic apparel is socially desirable because it contributes to reducing
environmental pollution. This desirable dimension seems to be related to subjective norm, contributing
to behavioural intention. By contrast, sustainable plastic apparel based on new recycling technology
is perceived as costlier than a regular product. In addition, consumers may perceive a quality risk
with this new product type to some extent. These elements are considered as perceived control,
inhibiting behavioural intention [30,31]. Accordingly, the launch of sustainable plastic apparel is likely
to enhance purchase intention if consumers strongly perceive their social contribution. Alternatively,
when consumers focus on unfavourable elements such as cost and risk, their purchase intention is
considered to decrease. Consequently, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The launch of sustainable plastic apparel contributes to brand attitude.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Brand attitude contributes to purchase intention towards sustainable plastic apparel.

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): The launch of sustainable plastic apparel contributes to purchase intention towards
sustainable plastic apparel.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b): The launch of sustainable plastic apparel lowers purchase intention towards sustainable
plastic apparel.

2.2. Sustainability, Brand Luxury, and Brand Attitude

In ancient times, Egyptian Pharaohs signalled their social power by having valuable goods,
such as precious jewels and gold, buried with them when they died. These exclusive valuables are
typical indications of luxury [33,34]. As social systems changed, these valuables changed from
exclusive goods for a limited number of families with social power to objects of conspicuous
consumption. By purchasing and using these hedonic products, consumers signal their status. Previous
literature reports the role of luxury brands, such as that of a source of ‘status signals’ and ‘personal
pleasure’ [16,33,35,36], suggesting their unique attributes, such as prestige, rarity, exclusivity, excellent
quality, and hedonism [15,16,33,37,38]. Consequently, consumers are assumed to focus on these
attributes when evaluating a luxury brand.

Therefore, consumers may be confused when a luxury brand launches this specific product type
made from post-consumer bottles, a kind of plastic waste. In addition, plastic waste is generated by not
only the wealthy, but also all other social classes. Drinks in plastic bottles are sold everywhere, including
kiosks and discount stores. These images are dissimilar to the aforementioned attributes of luxury.
Furthermore, luxury contains nuances, such as excessive consumption beyond necessities [17,39]. In this
context, previous studies suggest a contradiction between luxury brands and sustainability [8,10,40,41].

In fact, some studies report that consumers are gradually accepting sustainable development even
in the luxury sector [10,14], since their ideal self, an element of motivation for luxury consumption [42,43],
is more conscious of social welfare [44]. However, although the discussion of sustainable development is
comprehensive, uncertainty remains as to whether the launch of sustainable plastic apparel specifically
contributes to consumers’ brand evaluation.

Based on the reasoning stated above, although sustainable development is generally favourable,
consumers are likely to perceive a contradiction with sustainable apparel made from plastic bottles
when evaluating a luxury brand. Consequently, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Brand luxury inhibits the contribution of the launch of sustainable plastic apparel to
consumer brand attitude.
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2.3. Product/Brand Experience and Information Processing

Experiences are private events that occur in response to some stimulation [45]. From the perspective
of brand management, this stimulation can be deemed as product/brand information provided through
numerous brand contact points, such as advertisements, stores, purchases, and use. Based on these
experiences, a consumer stores product/brand information in their memory, that is, knowledge [29],
to raise their information processing ability [23,46].

In this context, the ELM provides valuable implications for branding. According to the ELM,
consumer attitude tends to be guided by persuasive communication when a consumer has more
information processing ability; when a consumer has less processing ability, he/she tends to reference
peripheral cues, that is, information that lies peripherally to the communicated object [22–24]. In the
context of consumer attitude formation, Chaiken argues that the more consumers receive cogent
messages in advance, the more effective the persuasive communication is [47].

More specifically, Ihtiyar et al. report that shopping experience enhances both emotional
and functional values, raising customer satisfaction [48]. Jiang et al. also report that consumers’
pre-consumption experience contributes to brand preference and perceived value [49]. According
to them, a positive experience is likely to enhance a desirable understanding of product/brand
communication. From the ELM perspective, in these cases, experiences are considered to increase
consumers’ positive knowledge for product/brand information processing. The ELM also suggests
that personal relevance enhances the effect of persuasive communications [22–24]. Remarkably, Miller
et al. demonstrate relationships between personal interest, awareness, and cognitive engagement with
elaboration as well as the contribution of elaboration to consumers’ attitudes [50]. These results imply
that the higher the consumers’ involvement, the more elaboration, contributing to attitude formation.

Since environmental sustainability is a serious issue today, consumers’ involvement in
sustainability is assumed to be higher than before [7]. Moreover, when consumers have experienced
sustainable products, they accumulate more product knowledge and, thus, understand the brand
communication more than those with fewer experiences. Meanwhile, the launch of sustainable plastic
apparel discussed herein is considered a form of persuasive brand communication. Consequently,
from the viewpoint of the ELM concept, the more frequent the sustainable product experience, the more
the consumer understands sustainable development as a form of brand communication. Therefore,
this study presents the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Sustainable product experience enhances the contribution of the launch of sustainable
plastic apparel to consumer brand attitude.

Similarly, when consumers have experienced a particular apparel brand, they are assumed to
accumulate brand knowledge so that they can process brand communication more easily. However,
in this case, the concern is the direction of the consumer experience effect. Via brand experience,
a consumer generally receives cogent brand messages, including the brand story and stylish images,
thereby increasing knowledge. In this case, the consumer is likely to have mixed feelings when
facing sustainable plastic apparel made from post-consumer bottles, since this waste, caused by food
companies, is irrelevant to the apparel brand. In addition, the image of post-consumer bottles is
different from that of stylishness. Accordingly, the assumption is that a consumer with more brand
experience understands sustainable plastic apparel as an incorrect brand communication and, hence,
may feel negatively towards it. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 6 (H6): Brand experience inhibits the contribution of the launch of sustainable plastic apparel to
consumer brand attitude.
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2.4. Research Model

To test the six hypotheses stated above, this study assesses the effect of the launch of sustainable
plastic apparel according to the moderated mediation model illustrated in Figure 1. In this model,
the independent variable is the launch of sustainable plastic apparel, the dependent variable is
purchase intention towards this product, and the mediator is brand attitude. Additionally, in this
model, the moderators are brand luxury, brand experience, and consumers’ experiences with sustainable
plastic apparel.
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Figure 1. Research model.

Based on the model, four apparel brands, Uniqlo, Zara, Louis Vuitton, and Hermès, were evaluated
in this study. Uniqlo and Zara are well-known apparel brands founded in Japan and Spain, respectively.
In terms of brand value, both were ranked in the top 10 in the global apparel sector by Millward
Brown [51]. Their brand luxury levels do not seem to be high, since the literature discusses both as mass
brands [52,53]. Louis Vuitton and Hermès are well-known luxury brands founded in France. In terms
of brand value, both were ranked in the top 10 in the global luxury sector by Millward Brown [51].
According to the literature, their luxury levels seem to be sufficiently high to consider them luxury
brands [33,34]. General consumers are expected to recognise these brands and their various luxury
levels; therefore, they seem to be adequate for their role as the evaluated brands in this study, in line
with the research purpose.

3. Methodology

To examine the relationships between the launch of sustainable plastic apparel, brand luxury,
consumer product/brand experience, consumer brand attitude, and purchase intention, samples were
collected via an online survey in Japan. Then, the data were examined via moderated mediation
analyses. The moderation effects were also examined conditionally via simple slope analyses [54–56].

In the survey, brand luxury was measured using six items from Heine and Phan [57]: high
price, high quality, aesthetics, rarity, extraordinariness, and symbolism. These items were extracted
as major characteristics of luxury via consumer interviews and qualitative content analyses. Brand
attitude was measured using three items suggested by Adaval and Monroe [58]: attractive, desirable,
and like. Bruner II reported the high consistency of these items and their validities [59]. Purchase
intention was measured using three items from Bruner II: I seek out to purchase, buy if I happen to
see, and I would like to try [59]. These were suggested in previous studies, including those of Baker
and Churchill, Kilbourne, and Griffith and Chen [60–62]. These studies report the validity of each
scale. The survey questions were assessed on a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = absolutely disagree;
7 = absolutely agree).

Consumer experience regarding evaluated brands and sustainable plastic apparel was assessed
according to four experiential types: (1) reading/hearing books, articles, advertisements, websites,
social networking services, and word of mouth; (2) store visit; (3) product purchase; and (4) product use.
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Following McLeod, these questions were constructed based on a five-point frequency scale (1 = never; 5
= always) [63]. In the survey, participants were asked about brand experience and product experience.

A regular down jacket versus a sustainable one made of recycled plastic from post-consumer
bottles was set as the evaluated product. A picture of a down jacket was presented when respondents
were asked about brand attitude and purchase intention. The picture was identical across brands and
fabric materials in order to remove research bias caused by each respondent’s design preference. Brand
attitude was measured by responses to the following statements: “‘Brand’ sells a down jacket. In this
case, please tell us your feelings”, and “‘Brand’ sells a down jacket made from post-consumer bottles.
In this case, please tell us your feelings.”

Data were collected in collaboration with Macromill, a leading online research firm in Japan.
This firm conducts not only academic research, but also governmental and business surveys. More than
10 million participants are registered with this firm in Japan [64]. The survey was conducted according
to the authors’ instructions. The samples were randomly collected from the pool of participants living
in or around Tokyo (Tokyo, Kanagawa, Saitama, and Chiba prefectures). The population in this area
represents approximately 30% of that in Japan [65–69]. In addition, this area is the key apparel market
where apparel retailers, including luxury companies, operate their main retail, since the household
expenditure here is approximately 1/3rd of the total household expenditure in Japan [70]. Accordingly,
it is considered that consumers have brand knowledge to evaluate apparel brands. Therefore, the
survey in the Tokyo area is assumed to be valid for the research purposes. Since Macromill is a member
of the Japan Marketing Research Association, the data were collected in compliance with the ethical
code of this institution.

The survey was first announced to each participant via the Internet. Then, they responded to the
questionnaire through their personal computers or smartphones. Each question was asked in Japanese,
since all respondents in this survey were Japanese general consumers in their 20s to 60s. Samples were
randomly collected until there were an equal number of participants for each gender and age group
using Macromill’s system with a randomiser. They were then randomly assigned to one of four groups
to evaluate each brand. Through the screening process, it was confirmed that all respondents knew
each evaluated brand.

4. Results

The survey was conducted on 14–15 January, 2020, and 440 valid samples were collected (Table 1).

Table 1. Collected samples.

Variable n %

Gender Male 220 50.0%
Female 220 50.0%

Age 20–29 88 20.0%
30–39 88 20.0%
40–49 88 20.0%
50–59 88 20.0%
60–69 88 20.0%

Household Income <2.0 32 7.3%
(Million Yen) 2.0–3.9 90 20.5%

4.0–5.9 106 24.1%
6.0–7.9 79 18.0%
8.0–9.9 56 12.7%

10.0–11.9 41 9.3%
12.0–14.9 17 3.9%
15.0–19.9 12 2.7%

20.0+ 7 1.6%
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First, based on the data, the 20 measurement items employed in the survey were examined via an
exploratory factor analysis (EFA; principal factor analysis with varimax rotation). To be precise, brand
experience and product experience were newly tested; the other constructs suggested by previous
studies, such as brand luxury, brand attitude, and purchase intention, were retested here. As a result,
the EFA loadings of three items were found to be less than 0.700, the ideally recommended level [71].
Accordingly, these three items were removed and an EFA with 17 items was performed again, resulting
in each factor loading being from 0.757 to 0.958. Cronbach’s alpha for each construct was confirmed to
be from 0.912 to 0.963. These are sufficient levels to construct each factor [71,72] (Table 2).

Table 2. Results of exploratory factor analysis (EFA).

Construct Item Factor Loading Mean SD Cronbach’s
Alpha

Brand luxury

Rarity 0.794 4.478 1.316 0.912
Aesthetics 0.848

Quality 0.757
Extraordinariness 0.848

Symbolism 0.806

Brand
experience

Store visit 0.800 1.997 1.071 0.938
Purchase 0.936

Use 0.878

Product
experience

Store visit 0.879 1.715 0.985 0.952
Purchase 0.958

Use 0.936

Brand attitude
Favourable 0.885 4.280 1.454 0.963
Attractive 0.872

Like 0.822

Purchase
intention

Would like to try 0.910 3.284 1.491 0.957
Buy if happened to see 0.937
Seek out to purchase 0.863

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was then performed to examine the 17 questionnaire items.
The CFA loading of each construct was found to be from 0.783 to 0.983, composite reliability (CR) was
from 0.914 to 0.963, and the average variance extracted (AVE) ranged from 0.680 to 0.897. It was also
confirmed that each

√
AVE exceeded the maximum interrelated correlation, each AVE exceeded the

maximum shared variance (MSV), and each CR exceeded the AVE. These measures showed a sufficient
level of indicator reliability, consistency reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity [71,73]
(Table 3). Goodness-of-fit (GOF) indices were found to be as follows: χ2 = 573.512, df = 109, p = 0.000,
χ2/df = 5.262, GFI = 0.927, CFI = 0.970, TLI = 0.962, RMSEA = 0.070, and SRMR = 0.039. Although the
χ2 statistics seem to be insufficient, this result is not enough to test the GOF comprehensively because of
its sensitivity to sample size. Meanwhile, the other indices show a sufficient GOF [71,74]. Consequently,
the five constructs examined in this study are assumed to be valid for testing the relationships between
elements, as illustrated in Figure 1.
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Table 3. Tests of composite reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.

MSV AVE CR Max r Brand
Luxury

Brand
Experience

Product
Experience

Brand
Attitude

Purchase
Intention

Brand
luxury 0.114 0.680 0.914 0.338 0.825

Brand
experience 0.138 0.846 0.943 0.372 −0.245 0.920

Product
experience 0.043 0.871 0.953 0.208 0.073 0.159 0.933

Brand
attitude 0.213 0.897 0.963 0.461 0.338 0.372 0.208 0.947

Purchase
intention 0.213 0.884 0.958 0.461 0.036 0.343 0.195 0.461 0.940

Note:
√

AVE (average variance extracted) is bold-face diagonal. Goodness-of-fit (GOF) of the model: χ2 = 573.512,
df = 109, p = 0.000, χ2/df = 5.262, GFI = 0.927, CFI = 0.970, TLI = 0.962, RMSEA = 0.070, SRMR = 0.039.

To examine potential common method bias, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted based
on all questionnaire items. As a result, multiple factors were extracted through a principal factor
analysis without rotation. Each eigenvalue was confirmed to exceed one. Moreover, there was no
factor accounting for the majority of covariance between the items. Accordingly, the research model
seems to be robust to common method bias [75].

Then, the relationships among the elements were examined based on moderated mediation
analyses. In the analyses, the launch of sustainable plastic apparel was coded as follows: 0 = no launch;
1 = launch. To reduce multicollinearity, the analyses were based on mean-centred data [54]. The analyses
were conducted with regard to each moderator according to the model (Figure 1; Hayes, 2013; Model
7; Number of bootstrap samples = 2000) [56]. Tables 4–6 show the results. In addition, simple slope
tests with regard to significant moderation effects were performed to estimate the conditional effects
(Table 7, Figure 2). In these tests, each focal value was set as the mean value ± 1SD [54].

Table 4. Result of moderated mediation analysis (Moderator: Brand luxury).

Hypotheses Predictor Outcome β βSE t-Value p-Value Result

H1 Sustainable
clothing

Brand
attitude 0.187 0.093 2.022 p = 0.043 Supported

H4
Sustainable
clothing ×

brand luxury

Brand
attitude −0.202 0.070 −2.868 p = 0.004 Supported

H3a
H3b

Sustainable
clothing

Purchase
intention 0.187 0.090 2.093 p = 0.037

H3a:
Supported

H3b:
Rejected

H2 Brand attitude Purchase
intention 0.464 0.031 15.069 p < 0.001 Supported

Note: The index of moderated mediation = −0.094; 95% CI [−0.165 to −0.023].

Table 5. Result of moderated mediation analysis (Moderator: Product experience).

Hypotheses Predictor Outcome β SEβ t-Value p-Value Result

H1 Sustainable
clothing

Brand
attitude 0.187 0.096 1.950 p = 0.052 Supported

H5

Sustainable
clothing ×
product

experience

Brand
attitude 0.075 0.098 0.767 p = 0.443 Rejected
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Table 5. Cont.

Hypotheses Predictor Outcome β SEβ t-Value p-Value Result

H3a
H3b

Sustainable
clothing

Purchase
intention 0.187 0.090 2.093 p = 0.037

H3a:
Supported

H3b:
Rejected

H2 Brand attitude Purchase
intention 0.464 0.031 15.069 p < 0.001 Supported

Note: The index of moderated mediation = 0.035; 95% CI [−0.056 to 0.132].

Table 6. Result of moderated mediation analysis (Moderator: Brand experience).

Hypotheses Predictor Outcome β SEβ t-Value p-Value Result

H1 Sustainable
clothing

Brand
attitude 0.187 0.090 2.087 p = 0.037 Supported

H6
Sustainable

clothing × brand
experience

Brand
attitude −0.274 0.084 −3.271 p = 0.001 Supported

H3a
H3b

Sustainable
clothing

Purchase
intention 0.187 0.090 2.093 p = 0.037

H3a:
Supported

H3b:
Rejected

H2 Brand attitude Purchase
intention 0.464 0.031 15.069 p < 0.001 Supported

Note: The index of moderated mediation = −0.127; 95% CI [−0.204 to −0.057].

Table 7. Conditional effects of the launch of sustainable plastic apparel.

Case β SEβ t-Value p-Value

High luxury −0.078 0.131 −0.598 p = 0.550
Middle luxury 0.187 0.093 2.023 p = 0.043
Low luxury 0.453 0.131 3.458 p < 0.001
High brand experience −0.106 0.127 −0.839 p = 0.402
Middle brand experience 0.187 0.090 2.087 p = 0.037
Low brand experience 0.481 0.127 3.789 p < 0.001

Note: Outcome variable: Consumer brand attitude β shows the impact of a sustainable plastic apparel launch.
The high/low case of the moderating factor is set as the mean value ± 1SD [54].

The data imply that the launch of sustainable plastic apparel significantly contributes to consumer
brand attitude (β = 0.187, t = 1.950 to 2.087, p = 0.037 to 0.052). Therefore, H1 is supported. The results
also show the significant influence of brand attitude on purchase intention, supporting H2 (β = 0.464,
t = 15.069, p < 0.001), and that the launch positively influences purchase intention (β = 0.187, t = 2.093,
p = 0.037). Accordingly, H2a is supported, but H2b is rejected.

Regarding the moderating effects, the results show a negative interaction between brand luxury
and the launch of sustainable apparel (β = −0.202, t = −2.868, p = 0.004). H4 is therefore supported.
However, the interaction between sustainable product experience and sustainable apparel launch is
not significant (β = 0.075, t = 0.767, p = 0.443). H5 is therefore rejected. Meanwhile, the results suggest
a negative interaction between consumer brand experience and sustainable apparel launch, supporting
H6 (β = −0.274, t = −3.271, p = 0.001). In addition, the indices of moderated mediation are significantly
negative regarding brand luxury (−0.094; 95% CI = −0.165 to −0.023) as well as brand experience
(−0.127; 95% CI = −0.204 to −0.057), showing that these factors inhibit the indirect effect of sustainable
product launch on purchase intention.

The results of simple slope tests regarding significant moderation effects also indicate that the
launch of sustainable plastic apparel strongly contributes to brand attitude when the brand luxury level
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is low, whereas this effect of sustainable development disappears in the high luxury case. In addition,
this sustainable development contributes to consumer brand attitude strongly in the case with a low
brand experience level, whereas this contribution disappears in the case with a high experience level.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

As environmental issues have become a serious social concern, consumers expect every industry,
including apparel companies, to contribute to sustainability. Therefore, since post-consumer bottles are a
representative type of plastic waste, consumers are likely to evaluate an apparel brand favourably when
it develops and launches sustainable plastic apparel made from post-consumer bottles. In addition, once
brand evaluation rises, consumers seem to increase their purchase intention towards this sustainable
product. This sustainable development actually reduces single-use plastic bottles.

However, the data reveal the moderating effects of brand luxury and brand experience on
inhibiting the contribution of the launch of sustainable plastic apparel to consumers’ brand evaluation.
The results imply that consumers perceive sustainable apparel made from post-consumer bottles as
contradicting the notion of brand luxury and brand image. Moreover, simple slope tests suggest that
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sustainable apparel launch may negatively impact consumers’ brand evaluation when the levels of
brand luxury and brand experience are high. The data imply that the contribution of sustainable
product experience to consumers’ brand evaluation is insignificant. This result suggests that sustainable
education based on the current sustainable marketing of apparel companies is ineffective in enhancing
consumers’ understanding of their sustainable development practices.

The paradox is that a luxury company’s efforts to increase its luxury value may counteract its
own endeavours to launch sustainable plastic apparel. In addition, regardless of the brand luxury
level, a company’s marketing to enhance consumer brand experience may be incompatible with its
sustainable efforts. However eagerly a company enhances consumer education regarding sustainable
plastic apparel, this paradox will remain if its current marketing is unchanged.

Based on the results of this study, current brand image seems to be a disadvantage to apparel
companies in promoting sustainable development. Companies are suggested to align their marketing
with sustainability, building brand associations such as environmentally friendly and socially desirable
apparel. Otherwise, brand luxury and/or current stylishness may lead to weaknesses in sustainable
marketing, although sustainability is socially indispensable. As consumers are becoming increasingly
sustainability-conscious, being sustainability-friendly is considered to be a key attribute of ‘today’s
valuable brand.’ Patagonia is a successful example. This California outdoor apparel company has
been selling sustainable plastic apparel from the early stage of bottle recycling. It seems that Patagonia
has been highly evaluated based on this sustainable clothing while keeping its favourable brand
image [76,77].

According to recent empirical research, green supply chain management seems to contribute to
overall enterprise performance [11–13]. Hence, we recommend that apparel companies be persistent
in controlling their marketing for sustainable product image, although they may sometimes face the
partial difficulty of sustainable development. The banking sector is also recommended to evaluate
industrial projects related to sustainable development from the viewpoint of its overall effect on a
company’s operation.

The literature also reports the contribution of a sustainable supply chain at the country level: It
seems to positively affect national economic indicators, such as GDP, and the natural environment.
On the other hand, plastic waste is an urgent issue. Therefore, in the context of plastic recycling,
governmental support, such as education on sustainability, regulation, and tax exemptions, is required.
According to the empirical reports, this sustainable support does not conflict with national economic
rationality [13,78,79].

6. Limitations and Future Research

It should be noted that plastic bottles are drink containers produced for the food and beverage
industry. Therefore, the primary responsibility of this plastic waste belongs to them. These companies
have committed to developing a circular economy of food packages by recycling these bottles [18,19].
In addition, plastic bottles can be repeatedly recycled into new bottles through current technology [80],
which is a type of closed loop of plastic. By contrast, it is still practically difficult to recycle plastic
apparel because it contains other materials, such as colour chemicals, although new technology
available for fashion waste, such as chemical recycling, has been theoretically developed [81–84].
Accordingly, the issue of plastic fashion waste remains even when companies develop sustainable
apparel from post-consumer plastic bottles.

Currently, plastic bottle recycling is still insufficient [85]. Therefore, it is socially meaningful for
apparel companies as well as food firms to recycle post-consumer bottles. Plastic apparel recycling
is also required, especially for apparel companies, since they produce this apparel. This is the next
challenge with regard to apparel companies’ sustainable development and future research.

This study is based on samples collected in Japan—the literature reports differences in consumer
attitudes towards environmental problems by country [86,87]. Therefore, further research across
countries is necessary to generalise consumer psychology and attitude formation towards sustainable
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apparel development. In addition, the above discussion raises the question of what type of
product/brand communication is appropriate for sustainable marketing of apparel companies, especially
when the level of brand luxury is high. These are the main limitations of this study and the focus of
our future research.
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