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Abstract

:

As the rapid economic growth and over-consumption within the largest population worldwide has resulted in harmful environment deterioration, a shift to more sustainable consumption behaviors is required in China. Although public interests in sustainability have increased and consumers’ attitudes are positive, their behavioral intentions are not consistent with attitudes. This study aims to uncover psychological drivers and barriers (consumption values, social norms, and attitudes to sustainable apparel products) of Chinese consumers’ behavioral intentions toward sustainable apparel products (SAP) by exploring the attitude–behavioral intention gap. Online survey data were used to examine the moderating impacts of consumption values and social norms on relationship between Chinese consumers’ attitudes and behavioral intentions toward SAP. Results from moderating regression analysis suggest that (1) Chinese consumers’ SAP attitudes had a strong positive effect on the purchase intention toward SAP, (2) aesthetic values positively moderated the relationship between the SAP attitude and purchase intention, whereas conspicuous values negatively moderated the relationship, and (3) utility values and social norms did not show any significant moderating influences on the relationship between the SAP attitude and purchase intention. Our study validates the attitude–behavior gap model in sustainable consumer behavior and discusses how the current findings can assist researchers and practitioners in the Clothing and Textiles field alike to fine-tune sustainable programs and marketing strategies in China.
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1. Introduction


China, with one quarter of the world’s population, the world’s fastest rate of economic growth, and sixth highest rate of domestic production in the world [1] (McKinsey Global Institute, 2019), has become the industrial nation with the highest rate of consumption. Overconsumption of natural resources resulted in environmental problems and threatened both the ecological system and human life in China. Over the past three decades, the apparel industry has become one of driving forces in the rapid development of China’s economy [2] (Chi, 2015). Although sustainable concepts in the industry have been the focus in past apparel research, the notion of eco-friendliness and sustainability have not received much attention in China [3] (Zheng and Chi, 2014). Huge scales of consumption and the developing apparel industry in China, in conjunction with the implementation and enforcement of government environmental protection regulations, may offer enormous market opportunities for sustainable apparel marketing exchanges. Concerns with sustainable and pro-environmental issues of government, companies, and individuals have been growing in China [2] (Chi, 2015). Yet even consumers committed to sustainable apparel lack awareness of the sustainability in apparel consumption, with their interpretation of sustainable apparel limited to purchasing behavior [4] (Harris, Roby, and Dibb, 2016).



Sustainability is affected by complex and various situational factors such as apparel product design and brands, which might influence actual purchase decisions [5,6] (Chang and Watchravesringkan, 2018; Yang and Ha-Brookshire, 2019). Even though consumers are willing to make sustainable purchased, they often change their mind at the time of actual purchases. From this perspective, some studies have focused on the gaps between what attitudes consumers have and what they intend or buy [7,8,9] (Moraes et al., 2012; Shen et al., 2013; Carrington et al., 2014). This attitude–behavior gap framework suggests that some individual factors such as demographics, lifestyle, or other psychological factors [9] (Carrington et al., 2014) create attitude–behavioral intention discrepancies. According to Di Fabio and Rosen [10] (2018), when there is inconsistency in attitudes and behavioral intentions, individuals support their inaction by using social moral norms to the contrary. The attitude–behavior gap is associated with personal and psychological drivers or barriers that promote or constrain sustainable behaviors. These determinants are caused by individual and shared social opinions and values. The present study arouses a need to investigate Chinese consumers’ key influencing factors (consumption values and social norms) of the attitude–behavioral intention gap in the buying decision making the process of sustainable apparel products.



Sustainable practices are growing in some areas of the clothing and textile industry [11] (Hong and Kang, 2019). However, there is little research addressing how we can prepare apparel practitioners for the challenges they will face in carrying out sustainable business in the apparel industry, especially in China. The main purpose of the study is to understand Chinese consumer behaviors in the market for sustainable apparel. Specifically, we focus on the gap between consumers’ attitudes and purchase intentions toward sustainable apparel products. The impact of consumption values and social norms on consumers’ attitudes and purchase intentions toward sustainable apparel products is explored. A psychological approach to sustainability represents a novel area of research [10] (Di Fabio and Rosen, 2018). It is hoped that the present study contributes to the following: (i) to augment the previous psychological literature on Chinese consumption values and social norms particularly regarding how these factors may affect the relationship between the attitudes and behavioral intention toward sustainable apparel products (SAP); (ii) elaborating marketing strategies for encouraging more sustainable consumer behavior in Chinese apparel purchase. The study draws on ideas applying marketing techniques to achieve consuming behavioral changes in contemporary China; and (iii) promoting sustainable apparel consumption in China and ultimately making Chinese consumers achieve well-being in their lives [12] (Di Fabio, 2017).




2. Literature Review


2.1. Sustainable Apparel Consumption in China


Sustainability is a concept that is being developed, not only in the production of products and services, but in consumption as well [13] (Norum, 2013). It has been suggested that sustainability in the apparel industry can be accomplished by employing local resources in design, manufacturing, and distribution, establishing transparent manufacturing systems, and creating products with a longer usable life [14,15] (Clark, 2008; Jung and Jin, 2014). Researchers have identified apparel mending and less frequent laundering of clothes as critical elements of the sustainable apparel consumption process [16] (Lapolla and Sanders, 2015). Sustainability in the apparel industry is a subject of increasing importance in China. The apparel industry can create many environmental problems, including large quantities of harmful wastes, which are generated at every stage of the apparel manufacturing process. Along with increasing global awareness of environmental problems, consumers’ awareness of sustainability has risen as well. Consumers are seeking environmentally friendly clothing, and apparel makers are exploring ways to meet these demands.



Sustainable consumption behavior refers to the extent to which individuals’ choices and actions toward products and services lessen environmental impacts, lessen the change of available materials or energy in the environment, or alter the structure of ecosystems [17] (Thøgersen, 2005). Some behaviors, such as buying eco-friendly apparel or recycling clothing, can be sustainable behavior because those behaviors directly or indirectly affect the environment. Apparel consumption refers to purchasing, storing, and using apparel as well as, caring for, the apparel product life cycle, as every process from the manufacture of fibers to the disposal of garments impacts the environmental system [11] (Hong and Kang, 2019). Our study concentrates on apparel acquisition, which is an initial step in the process of environmental apparel consumption.



China is now the biggest CO2 emitter in the world and demonstrates one of the highest levels of energy consumption. Sustainable consumption is green, moderate, civilized, and healthy and encompasses green consumption and moderate consumption. Sustainable consumption behavior has risen in China, especially in metropolitan cities and some obvious evidence of this can be seen in food purchasing behavior (Yin, Xu, and Chen, 2013). The latest studies have also indicated that considering full product information transparency, consumers are inclined to pay premium prices for goods [18] (Shao and Ünal, 2019). In 2001, the China Consumers Association summarized the concept of green consumption as having three aims: to encourage consumers to choose green products that are beneficial to health or non-pollutive; to reasonably dispose of waste in the process of consumption, and to guide the changing concept of consumption and encourage more attention to be paid to environmental protection, resource conservation, and sustainable consumption while pursuing comfort and health [19] (Shao, 2019).



China is currently facing severe environmental distress, which will require a shift in the consumer culture to allow for a fair sharing of resource access within the limits imposed by the environmental boundaries. However, most consumers are not inclined to reduce their level of consumption, although they may be ready to change its composition toward sustainable consumerism [2,19] (Chi, 2015; Shao, 2019). To overcome public reservation and avoid individualism-based materialism dominating the pursuit of good living standards and the concept of the public good, a new combination of public regulation, citizenship, education, and media information will be necessary. Sustainable consumption is formed by a decision-making process that takes the consumers’ social responsibility into account with individual needs and wants [20] (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006). Everyday consumption practices are still strongly constrained by convenience, habit, value for money, personal health concerns, hedonism, and individual responses to social and institutional norms [21] (Sawang et al., 2014), and, they are likely to be resistant to change. An important driver for change, particularly with respect to sustainability, is the tendency toward reflexivity within a post-modern society, whereby society and its individuals actively reflect upon existing cultural norms.



Tanner and Kast [22] (2003) emphasized the importance of variables such as attitudes, behavioral intention, and individual characteristics including demographics and psychographics to uncover the potential sustainable consumer. A recent study on purchase intentions toward sustainable foods also showed that psychosocial variables like attitudes, beliefs, and subjective norms, more than demographics, independently predict purchase intention for sustainable products [23] (Yamoah and Acquaye, 2019). Despite several studies reporting on barriers and consumer profiles, there is a gap in thorough understanding of consumer decision-making toward sustainable consumption, especially in terms of apparel. Hence, the objective of the present study was first, to investigate the attitude–behavioral intention gap that often arises, and second, to explore which factors influence the intention of purchasing sustainable apparel. We explored the role of individual characteristics, like consumption values and social norms, that could explain sustainable consumption patterns in general and the attitude–behavioral intention gap. Results of this study can assist in future attitude of the targeted groups effectively stimulating more sustainable apparel consumption. This study aims to identify the possible influence of Chinese consumption values and social norms on sustainable buying behaviors; a review on how these values and norms may form Chinese consumers’ views on sustainable behaviors is considered necessary. To fully understand Chinese consumers’ sustainable decision-making process for apparel, the consumer attitude–behavior gap needs to be addressed.




2.2. Attitude and Behavior Gap in Sustainable Consumer Decision Making


Both researchers and practitioners have struggled with the lack of commensuration between industry growth and market share and sought out a solution via attitude–behavior research [23] (Yamoah and Acquaye, 2019). This study paid attention to the attitude–behavior gap model to investigate determinants of sustainable consumption in China. A relationship between attitudes towards sustainable consumption, and actual apparel purchase behavior has been found in one of the earliest research studies about socially responsible apparel consumption [24] (Stephens, 1985). Considering actual consumer purchases of sustainable products do not always relate to their sustainable attitude, it is important to understand both formation of purchase intentions and an attitude–behavioral intention gap [9] (Carrington et al., 2014). In the situation of everyday life, various situational factors such as product design or brands might influence actual purchase decisions. Even though consumers are sustainably minded, they often change their minds at the time of the real purchases. In this context, some studies have focused on the gaps between what consumer believe and what they actually intend or do [8] (Shen et al., 2013). This attitude–behavior gap model suggests that some individual factors such as demographics, lifestyle, or other factors [9,25] (Carrington et al., 2014, Hassan et al., 2014) contribute to attitude–behavior discrepancies.



Kollmuss and Agyeman [26] (2002) conceptualized the attitude–behavior gap model with a value system and knowledge of sustainable consumer behavior. Vermeir and Verbeke [20] (2006) proposed the attitude–behavior intention gap model for green food including personal values, involvement and social norms, and tested the model to understand sustainable consumer behavior for sustainable food products. Previous studies emphasized the important role of personal values and social norms on the gap between sustainable consumer attitude and behavioral intention. Recently, Chang and Watchravesringkan [5] (2018) found that actual sustainable apparel buying behavior was influenced by attitudes toward environmentally friendly apparels. In this study, the sustainable attitude–behavioral intention gap model indicates that individual consumption values and social norms have an important moderating role on discrepancies between attitudes and behavioral intentions (see Figure 1).




2.3. Key Determinants of Sustainable Decision Making


2.3.1. Consumption Values


Values convey the goals and needs that motivate people and appropriate behaviors to achieve these goals/needs. Values can play an important role in the consumer decision process, like product choice and brand choice [27] (Burgess, 1992). Values motivate action, giving it direction and emotional intensity [28] (Schwartz, 2012). For instance, Yin and Singhapakdi [29] (2018) found that people are more guided by values or beliefs than by consequences when making moral decisions. Holbrook [30] (1999) defines consumer value as interactive between consumers and products or services. Consumer value is relativistic because it involves preferences among objects, it varies among people, and it is specific to the context. Consumption value plays a vital role in consumer behavior studies. Values are central to individual cognitive structure that offers a theoretic basis for attitude analysis [31] (Ajzen, 2001) and the goal-setting nature of a value largely influences rational behavior choices in a society [32] (Steenkamp and Jong, 2010). Wang and Lin [33] (2009) indicated that China has a unique culture and social context. Our study thus aims to elaborate the role of consumption values, which play a major role of sustainable attitudes and behaviors among Chinese consumers.



According to Wagner [34] (1999), aesthetics is considered as a complex concept that is, difficult to define, though it generates pleasure and personal enhancement to the consumer. Despite the substantial literature that has highlighted the importance of aesthetics in art and culture, little attention has been dedicated to the notion of aesthetics in the consumption value research [35] (Sánchez-Fernández et al., 2009). Conspicuous consumption associates with prestige or reputation based on individual effort such as wealth, social status, or power [36] (Podoshen et al., 2011). Conspicuous values involve the prestige and social status that people desire to communicate with other people [37] (Wong and Ahuvia, 1998). It is viewed as a key insight into many consumer behaviors, since reputation achieved from maturation in life is a central value because of its influence in interpersonal relationships in China [36,37] (Podoshen et al., 2011; Huang and Wang, 2018). Utilitarian value begins with a task and consumers’ perceived benefits depend on whether the task is done successfully in the process or not [38] (Jones et al., 2006). The quality and utility involve a reactive appreciation of products or consumption’s potential ability to perform some function [29] (Holbrook, 1999).




2.3.2. Social Norms


People are significantly influenced by normative effects in their daily lives. Chinese people are inclined to emphasize the goals of the group to which they belong, pay attention to fitting in with others, and appreciate commonalities with others [39] (Bagozzi, Wong, Abe, and Bergami, 2000). There has been a consensus that the social environment strongly affects people’s intentions and behaviors [40,41,42,43] (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2011; Abrahamse and Steg, 2013; Joshi and Rahman, 2015; Kim and Seock, 2019). Therefore, the concept of social norms has been recognized as a key component of motives and as a critical factor to behavioral influence and change [44] (Reynolds et al., 2015). Social norms are still somewhat underused within the sustainable area (Schultz et al., 2016). The concept of a social norm is one of the important variables in the buying decision-making process [31] (Ajzen, 2001). Social norms play stronger behavioral roles in collectivistic societies. China is a primarily collectivistic society, with emphasis on the group. The important virtue in China is to maintain balance and harmony with the group [45] (Fan, 2000). While social norms can be experienced as social pressure on one’s behavior, social norms in China, a collectivist nation, are to conform in the sense of being interrelated to other people [46] (Suh et al., 1998). We thus expect that with a low positive attitude toward a new consumption behavior, sustainable apparel consumption, high levels of social influence will enhance the relationship between that attitude and adoption intent. This study assumes that social norms play a critical role in determining attitudes to SAP, which in turn affect behavioral intentions. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypotheses.






3. Research Hypotheses


The attitude–behavioral intention gap model established by pervious researches [7,47,48,49] (Bray et al., 2010, Carrigan and Attalla, 2001; Papaoikonomou et al., 2011; Moraes et al., 2012) provides as the base for a conceptual framework to explore determinants of consumer behavioral intention toward sustainable apparel products. In this study, we examined consumption values and social norms on the attitude–behavioral intention gap, respectively. Previous studies have continuously reported the positive relationship between consumers’ sustainable attitude and purchase intention. Even though our focus is sustainable attitude–behavioral intention gap, the influence of consumers’ attitude toward SAP on the SAP purchase intention needs to be confirmed as follows:



H1. 

Consumers’ attitude toward SAP is significantly different from the SAP purchase intentions.





Consumption values are closely related to consumer attitude and behavior. The consumption value theory of Sheth et al. [50] (1991) suggests that functional, social, emotional, epistemic, and conditional value have a critical role in consumer choice of a brand or product. Based on the product utilities, Holbrook [51] (2005) classified the consumption values into economic, social, hedonic, and altruistic value. Subdimensions of consumption values used in previous studies are slightly different in terms of research contexts. Jung et al. [52] (2014) reported the positive influence of utility and hedonic values on consumers’ belief of eco-friendly faux leather products. Yoo et al. [53] (2013) reported that economic and epistemic value positively influenced consumer purchase intentions of bamboo clothing, whereas utility and social value did not show any significant effect on them. Ecology value [54] (Wong and Taylor, 2001) and, economic value [55] (Xu et al., 2014) have been reported as important values in the relationship with consumer behavior toward sustainable clothing. Based on this logic, we explored the influence of consumption values on the relationship between SAP attitude and purchase intention, and we proposed the following:



H2. 

Consumption values have a moderating role on the relationship between attitude and purchase intention toward SAP in China.





The major sustainable consumption model has reported the important role of social norms in consumers’ sustainable decisions. Social norms refer to main principles or guidelines for consumer choices as provided by reference groups [7] (Moraes et al., 2012). Welsch and Kühling [56] (2009) suggested that the influence from a reference group had an important role on German consumers’ choices of sustainable products. Similarly, Chan [57] (1998) also found that social norms influenced pro-environmental behavior of Hong Kong consumers. Harris et al. [4] (2016) found that social norms were main hindrances for purchasing and disposing sustainable fashion products. Social norms are related to consumers’ purchase intention of second-hand clothing (Xu et al., 2014) and avoidance intention of sweatshop clothing [25] (Hassan et al., 2014). Based on this relation, we propose the following:



H3. 

Social norms have a moderating role on the relationship between attitude and purchase intention toward SAP in China.






4. Methodology


4.1. Measures


To test the relationships proposed in the research model, existing instrument scales were adapted to fit the sustainable consumer decision-making framework. The utilitarian value perspectives in product consumption are consistent with the findings of prior studies [58,59,60] (Hirschman, 1986; Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982), whereas the aesthetic and conspicuous consumption value was distinctively mentioned by several interviewees in the clothing and textiles product context. Respondents revealed the view that their aesthetic criteria and conspicuous social status could be elevated when they purchased sustainable apparel products, and as a result, they tended to desire to possess well-designed sustainable apparel products and to show them off.



Drawn from the interview findings in conjunction with literature review, a total of nine items were used to measure consumption values [35,50] (Sánchez-Fernández et al., 2009; Sheth et al., 1991). Three questions of social norms were included from previous studies about consumption values [61] (Finch, 2006). After background information of SAP products related to a sustainable consumption perspective had been acquired, three items of attitudes [62] (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980) and three items of purchase intentions [62] (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980) toward SAP were included, followed by demographic questions. The information on SAP in the survey related to their biodegradability and to environmental problems involved in the production of sustainable outdoor wear. All variables were rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale anchored by 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree.




4.2. Sample and Procedure


Participants were recruited through a global and professional online-survey company (http://www.embrain.com/eng/) and they were informed in writing that completing the questionnaire was anonymous and voluntary and that there were no rewards for completing the questionnaire. The sample for this study consisted of male and female respondents in China (N = 240) with ages ranging between 20 and 49 years old. The sample was collected purposefully from the residents of the metropolitan areas of Shanghai, Beijing, and Chengdu in China. Metropolitan residents experience higher levels of mass media exposure, education, and political messaging and may be taken as representative for purposes of both exploring a green product market and conducting an online survey [63] (Kim et al., 2016). An online sample may be unrepresentative of the general population, with a higher proportion of young, educated, wealthy, and urban individuals, particularly in a developing country. Despite limitations regarding generalizing the larger population, assessments of web-based, and crowd-sourced panels have discovered that participant pools are much more varied than other samples of convenience [64] (Chu, 2018). Even though participants were asked about their awareness and previous experiences of sustainable consumption (i.e., SAP consumption), this survey includes all respondents as potential sustainable consumers regardless of their previous knowledge of sustainable consumption.



The profile of survey respondents is summarized in Table 1. A total of 84.6% of the respondents in China were married, and most Chinese respondents (91.3%) had a higher education at the undergraduate and graduate level. The awareness level of SAP tended to be high: a total of 84.6% of the respondents in China were aware of them. Eighty-two percent of Chinese respondents had purchased SAP, indicating a high level of purchase experience of SAP.





5. Results


5.1. Construct Validity and Descriptive Statistics


The descriptive and reliability statistics of all items are shown in Table 2. In the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), the overall fit indices, χ2/df = 1.97, CFI = 0.95, NFI = 0.91, GFI = 0.90, and RMSEA = 0.06, indicated an overall fitness of the model [65] (Schumacker and Lomax, 2004). As Hair et al. [66] (2010) suggested, the model’s reliability and validity were tested. All standardized loading estimates were between 0.68 and 0.89, above the recommended minimum value of 0.5. The variance extracted of each construct was over the recommended value of 0.5 and the convergent validity was confirmed. The construct reliability estimates were also all above the recommended value of 0.7 to indicate adequate internal consistency. Cronbach’s alpha for each factor was higher than 0.7, and the reliability of the measurement was confirmed.




5.2. Differences in Attitude and Purchase Intentions


We explored the differences in consumers’ SAP attitude and purchase intentions depending on the level of consumption values and social norms (Table 3). Except for consumers with high conspicuous consumption value, the significant differences were identified between the attitude and purchase intention toward the SAP. Attitudes and purchase intentions are stronger among consumers with high consumption value and with stronger social norms. Attitudes and behavioral intentions are stronger among consumers with higher aesthetic and utilitarian consumption values and with stronger social norms. However, attitudes toward the SAP do not differ in consumers’ level of conspicuous consumption value.




5.3. Regression Analysis


A moderated multiple regression (MMR) analysis was conducted to test the moderating role of personal values and social norms on the relationship between the SAP attitude and purchase intentions. All variables in the regression models used their factor scores. MMR was conducted by comparing three regression equations. The first model shows the main effects for predicting a dependent variable Y (i.e., purchase intention toward the SAP) from a predictor X (i.e., consumers’ SAP attitude). In the second model, moderators Z (i.e., values and social norms) are added to the first model. In the third model, interaction terms, namely the product between a predictor and moderators (X × Z), are added to the second model. If the F-value of ΔR2 (R2 for 3rd model − R2 for 2nd model) is significant at the 0.05 level or 0.01 level, it indicates the presence of an X × Z interaction (Aguinis, 1995).



The results of the regressions are shown in Table 4. All regression models were significant (p < 0.001). Consumers’ SAP purchase intention is the dependent variable. The independent variable was the SAP attitude. The moderating variables include aesthetic value, conspicuous value, utility value, and social norm. The interactions between the independent variable and each of the moderating variables are also added in the 3rd model. Tolerance values were between 0.26 and 0.69, above the recommended minimum value of 0.1 and each of the variance inflation factor (VIF) values was below the recommended maximum value of 10, indicating the generally accepted levels of multicollinearity [66] (Hair et al., 2010). The regression results of model 1 showed the strong positive effect of consumers’ SAP attitude on the SAP purchase intention (β = 0.67, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.




5.4. Testing the Moderating Role of Consumption Values and Social Norms


The F-value of ΔR2 was significant at the 0.01 level (F (9.230) = 2.80, p < 0.01). It indicates that the explanatory power of the 3rd model was significantly higher than that of the 2nd model with interaction terms. Interestingly, aesthetic values positively moderate the relationship between the SAP attitude and purchase intention (β = 0.19, p < 0.01), whereas conspicuous values negatively moderated the relationship (β = −0.24, p < 0.001). Utility values and social norms did not show any significant moderating influence on the relationship between the SAP attitude and purchase intention. Therefore, for consumption values, Hypothesis 2 was partly accepted, and Hypothesis 3 is rejected.



This study contributes to the literature on the attitude behavior gap in the apparel industry, as it is one of few studiesinvestigating the determinants inhibiting sustainable consumption in the apparel industry and explores the purchase criteria for sustainable apparel. The research is developed on previous literatures [20,47,48] (i.e., Carrigan and Attalla, 2001; Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006; Bray et al., 2010) that had a focus on the attitude–behavior gap in the purchase of sustainable or green products. Even though the findings of this study are primarily conforming to existing studies, new justifications also emerge explaining the sustainable apparel industry.



Aesthetic consumption values such as the importance of design, color, and uniqueness of sustainable apparel have found to be positive determinants of the attitude–behavioral intention gap in this study. The Chinese participants may have a predetermined attitude on sustainable apparel, considering it as old-fashioned and uninteresting. Hence, they do not even consider sustainable alternatives in their purchase decision. This result reflects the previous study [67] (Wiederhold and Martinez, 2018) and we verified that the sustainable apparel was not attractive to consumers, suggesting that style and trendy design dominated over sustainable consumption. On the other hand, conspicuous consumption values revealed to be the barrier to sustainable apparel consumption. This study found the negative effects of conspicuous values on sustainable apparel purchase decision. This implies marketing practitioners need to promote that sustainable apparel is not about showing off as consumers think, and to encourage consumers to perceive more value in SAP.





6. Conclusions and Implication


In this study we successfully applied the attitude–behavioral gap framework to explain consumers’ sustainable apparel consumption behavior. The findings are as follows: First, consumption values (e.g., aesthetic values, utilitarian values, and social norms) influenced sustainable apparel attitudes and buying intentions [9] (Carrington et al., 2010). Sustainable apparel buying intention was also influenced by attitudes. Even though previous literature often found a gap between attitudes and the behavioral intentions [9] (Carrington et al., 2010), this study found that the Chinese respondents of this study translated thought into action.



We found that consumers who adhere to higher social norms, have more positive attitudes and intentions toward sustainable apparel products. Our results also confirmed that consumers who scored high in the aesthetic category had more positive attitudes toward sustainable products. Results from the regression analysis suggest that Chinese consumers’ SAP attitudes had a strong positive effect on the purchase intention toward SAP. This study found the positive influence of attitudes on behavioral intentions toward SAP. Thus, how consumers feel affects their intentions to buy sustainable apparel [5] (Chang and Watchravesringkan, 2018). Aesthetic values positively moderated the relationship between the SAP attitude and purchase intention, whereas conspicuous values negatively moderated the relationship. Utility values and social norms did not show any significant moderating influences on the relationship between the SAP attitude and purchase intention.



This study provides insights into the decision-making of consumers and contributes to a better understanding of the attitude–behavior gap within the sustainable apparel industry in China. The presented findings might be of potential interest to sustainable apparel brands, manufacturers, and retailers who are willing to convert consumers’ sustainable attitudes to behavioral intention. Understanding the consumers’ attitude toward sustainable apparel as well as their barriers may assist the industry to consider the product attributes as more important, including creating aesthetic benefits and adopting an adequate communication strategy. As the respondents of this study considered conspicuous consumption more negative in sustainable apparel consumption, the industry needs to face the issues of ostentatiousness. Offering attractive and authentic sustainable apparel would probably encourage the sustainable apparel industry to close the exhibited attitude–behavior gap. This research contributes to enlarge the disciplines related psychological perspectives of sustainable apparel consumption and to driving advances in sustainability in contemporary and future China.




7. Limitation and Future Research


This study sought to identify the drivers and barriers that affect the attitude–behavior gap, referring to the sustainable apparel industry. The results of this study reach a consensus with those of other existing studies related to the consumption of sustainable apparel, but also suggest additional insights and could be a useful step forward in the understanding of sustainable consumption behavior. Overall, this study presented implications for the apparel industry, generating helpful approaches for developing future strategies regarding the sustainable apparel industry. Although this research contributes to both academic and business perspectives on the attitude–behavior gap in sustainable apparel, this study has several limitations that should be underlined and addressed in further research.



The sample size and the specific target population restrict the generalization of results. For future research, a larger sample size can lead to more rigorous findings of hypotheses testing. As consumer decision-making in the apparel industry could be different in gender, age, region, and purchase items, each of the influential factor in the target group present an important future research method. It would be interesting to extend the research to a younger or older generation or specific cohorts such as Gen Z and Millennials to see if the findings would be similar. Qualitative research may allow the researcher to achieve a deeper understanding of the respondents’ sustainable consumption behavior. For the future research, an approach combining quantitative and qualitative research methodology would help to comprehend consumers’ sustainable behaviors in more detail.



Finally, this research focused on the buying behavior of sustainable apparel. We also acknowledge that in real life buying situations, many other factors can influence the decision-making process of sustainable apparel products. For instance, psychological characteristics such as harmonious values in China and a collectivist society will play an important role in sustainable development [68] (Di Fabio and Tsuda, 2018). Situational and product-related factors require attention in future sustainable consumption research. This limitation encourages a development of this research by including other psychological factors that may have impacts on sustainable consumption and conducting further investigations on post-consumer sustainable behavior such as recycling or disposal behavior regarding apparel products in China.
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Figure 1. Research framework to explore consumer attitude–behavioral intention gap toward sustainable apparel products (SAP). 
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Table 1. The profile of survey respondents.
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Characteristic

	
Frequency

	
Percent (%)

	
Characteristic

	
Frequency

	
Percent (%)






	
Gender

	

	

	

	
Education level

	

	




	

	
Male

	
121

	
50.4

	

	




	

	
Female

	
119

	
49.6

	

	
Middle school

	
16

	
6.7




	
Age

	

	

	

	

	
High school

	
3

	
1.3




	

	
20s

	
79

	
32.9

	

	
Undergraduate

	
183

	
78.8




	

	
30s

	
80

	
33.3

	

	
Graduate

	
30

	
12.5




	

	
40s

	
81

	
33.8

	

	
Others

	
2

	
0.8




	
Residence

	

	

	

	
Marital status

	

	




	

	
Shanghai

	
77

	
32.1

	

	




	

	
Beijing

	
81

	
33.8

	

	
Married

	
203

	
84.6




	

	
Chengdu

	
81

	
33.8

	

	
Single

	
37

	
15.4




	
Awareness of SAP

	

	

	
Purchase experience of SAP

	

	




	

	
Yes

	
203

	
84.6

	

	
Yes

	
196

	
81.7




	

	
No

	
37

	
15.4

	

	
No

	
44

	
18.3
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and reliability test of all items.
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Factors and Items

	
M

	
SD

	
Loadings

	
AVE

	
CR

	
Cronbachα






	
Consumption Values

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Aesthetic Consumption

	

	

	

	
0.55

	
0.73

	
0.78




	
I tend to buy a product because its design or color is good even though its quality is low.

	
5.28

	
1.12

	
0.76




	
When deciding to buy products, I consider their design factors more important than the functional ones.

	
5.08

	
1.21

	
0.76




	
I choose unique and differentiated products rather than general and simple ones.

	
5.39

	
1.16

	
0.69




	
Conspicuous consumption

	

	

	

	
0.69

	
0.71

	
0.87




	
I am envious of people who buy high-end brands.

	
4.38

	
1.63

	
0.75




	
People who buy high-end products seem to socially succeed.

	
4.56

	
1.68

	
0.89




	
People can achieve recognition when they own high-end clothes and accessories.

	
4.75

	
1.66

	
0.85




	
Utilitarian consumption

	

	

	

	
0.49

	
0.77

	
0.74




	
I think the products’ utility is important.

	
5.87

	
0.91

	
0.68




	
When I choose products, I consider products’ value to price ratio important.

	
6.02

	
0.90

	
0.69




	
I consider how strong and safe products are when I choose products.

	
5.89

	
0.99

	
0.73




	
Social Norms

	

	

	

	
0.72

	
0.87

	
0.85




	
I feel a sense of personal obligation to take action to stop the disposal of toxic substances in the air, water, and soil in my community.

	
6.20

	
0.93

	
0.79




	
We should reduce emissions to help prevent climate change for my family and others.

	
6.03

	
1.02

	
0.85




	
We should exercise pressure to preserve the tropical forests for others.

	
6.28

	
0.92

	
0.78




	
SAP attitude

	

	

	

	
0.65

	
0.86

	
0.88




	
I have an interest in this product.

	
5.91

	
1.14

	
0.82




	
This product is favorable to me.

	
6.00

	
1.09

	
0.89




	
I would like to know more about this product.

	
6.05

	
1.03

	
0.83




	
SAP behavioral intention

	

	

	

	
0.73

	
0.87

	
0.89




	
I have an intention to buy this product

	
5.50

	
1.13

	
0.86




	
I have an intention to use this product.

	
5.26

	
1.17

	
0.86




	
I have an intention to recommend this product to others.

	
5.48

	
1.14

	
0.84
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Table 3. Mean SAP attitude and purchase intention for low versus high consumption values and social norm levels (n = 240).
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SAP Attitude Mean (SD)

	
SAP Purchase Intention Mean (SD)

	
t-Value






	
Consumption Values

	

	

	




	
Aesthetic Consumption

	
Low (n = 105)

	
5.58 (1.17)

	
5.39 (1.11)

	
2.10 *




	
High (n = 135)

	
6.30 (0.65)

	
6.13 (0.73)

	
3.06 **




	
F-value

	
36.17 ***

	
38.64 ***

	




	
Conspicuous consumption

	
Low (n = 105)

	
5.86 (1.17)

	
5.52 (1.18)

	
3.72 ***




	
High (n = 135)

	
6.10 (0.78)

	
6.02 (0.74)

	
1.11ns




	
F-value

	
3.28 ns

	
16.10 ***

	




	
Utilitarian consumption

	
Low (n = 101)

	
5.51 (0.99)

	
5.37 (0.95)

	
2.03 *




	
High (n = 139)

	
6.33 (0.82)

	
6.12 (0.89)

	
2.88 **




	
F-value

	
49.37 ***

	
39.32 ***

	




	
Social Norms

	
Low (n = 101)

	
5.42 (0.80)

	
5.28 (0.86)

	
2.00 *




	

	
High (n = 139)

	
6.40 (0.89)

	
6.18 (0.89)

	
2.91 **




	

	
F-value

	
77.32 ***

	
61.71 ***

	








SD: Standard deviation. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Table 4. Moderated multiple regression results for H2 and H3.
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Variables

	
1st Model

	
2nd Model

	
3rd Model




	
β

	
Β

	
β

	
Tolerance

	
VIF






	
Independent variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
SAP Attitude

	
0.67

	
***

	
0.42

	
***

	
0.40

	
***

	
0.37

	
2.69




	
Moderating variables

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Aesthetic Value

	

	

	
0.09

	
Ns

	
0.10

	
ns

	
0.59

	
1.71




	
Conspicuous Value

	

	

	
0.24

	
***

	
0.24

	
***

	
0.69

	
1.45




	
Utility Value

	

	

	
0.09

	
Ns

	
0.08

	
ns

	
0.51

	
1.95




	
Social Norm

	

	

	
0.23

	
***

	
0.23

	
***

	
0.39

	
2.58




	
Interaction effect

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
SAP Attitude × Aesthetic Value

	

	

	

	

	
0.19

	
**

	
0.45

	
2.21




	
SAP Attitude × Conspicuous Value

	

	

	

	

	
−0.24

	
***

	
0.39

	
2.54




	
SAP Attitude × Utility Value

	

	

	

	

	
0.05

	
ns

	
0.26

	
3.79




	
SAP Attitude × Social Norm

	

	

	

	

	
−0.09

	
ns

	
0.27

	
3.73




	
R2

	
0.45 ***

	
0.58 ***

	
0.60 ***




	
ΔR2 (F-value) a)

	

	

	
0.02(2.80) **








a) If the F-value of Δ Adjusted R2 (R2 for 3rd model—R2 for 2nd model) is significant at the 0.05 level or 0.01 level, it indicates the presence of an interaction. ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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