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Sustainability has become a central concern 
in the fashion industry. While consumers 
often claim they prefer environmentally and 

socially responsible products, their actual purchas-
ing behavior tells a different story. This mismatch 

– commonly referred to as the intention-behavior 
gap – remains one of the biggest barriers to sus-
tainable transformation in retail.

Rethinking sustainability communication: 
From static labels to rich media

Sustainability is a so-called credence quality: It is 
not possible to experience or verify it directly, even 
post-purchase. Therefore, informing consumers 
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is important, also to counteract potential green-
washing concerns. Most fashion retailers already 
provide sustainability information – typically via 
small, text-heavy hangtags. However, these labels 
are often overlooked, difficult to read or too 
abstract to meaningfully influence decisions.

Media richness theory argues that complex 
information requires richer communication for-
mats. Sustainability, with its environmental, social, 
and economic dimensions, is inherently complex. 
Compressing it into a few lines of text can strip 
away nuance and reduce impact. Digital media, by 
contrast, are more accessible. They offer more 

space for storytelling; more entertainment via 
multimedia formats including video, audio and 
visuals; and allow interactive engagement with 
consumers. Can these formats actually narrow the 
intention-behavior gap in the domain of sustain-
able fashion in retail?

In our study, we shed light on this issue: Not just 
the availability of sustainability information, but 
how it is communicated. We examined whether 
digital formats, specifically QR codes linking to vid-
eos and augmented reality (AR), can make sustain-
ability information more effective and ultimately 
influence real purchasing decisions. In two labora-

We conducted two laboratory experiments with almost 120 student-participants each. In both experiments, they were 
randomly assigned to one of two groups: One was exposed to sustainability information via textual hangtags (control 
group), whereas the other group had the opportunity to scan a QR code (see Figure 1). The QR code led to a video read-
ing the same information that the control group received (experiment 1) or to the same information using augmented 
reality (AR) in experiment 2.  

Two experiments with different formats of sustainability information
B O X  1

The experiments took place in two 
adjacent rooms that were separated 
by a one-way mirror. One room served 
as a fictitious store, which also had a 
separate changing room hidden from 
view. The researchers were able to 
observe consumers’ interactions with 
T-shirts exhibited in different sizes 
(S, M, L) for both males and females. 
Before entering the room, participants 
read a scenario: They should imagine 
visiting their favorite fashion store 
with the idea of potentially buying a 
basic white T-shirt. Prices were out-
lined based on the actual mean price 
of white T-shirts for a major online 
shop in Germany. We asked partic-
ipants to inform themselves about 
the T-shirts so they could decide for/
against purchasing it.

Hangtags for textual (left) and QR code/AR group (right)
F I G U R E  1

Evaluation of the experience and real behavior
Following the experiment, participants had to complete a brief survey on their purchase intention, willingness to pay and 
evaluation of the shirt. In the AR setting, we further included an auction mechanism, so some participants had to actually buy 
the T-shirt. This approach provides insight into real economic behavior rather than just stated intentions, counteracting the 
hypothetical biases inherent in mere online surveys. Figure 2 shows the main results of both studies, which are discussed in the 
following chapter.

The figure describes the experiment that compares the effects of a traditional textual hangtag with a hangtag with a QR code that leads to digital information. Both types of labels are shown.







	 Supporting smallholder farmers in 
implementing regenerative cultivation 
methods.

•	 Reducing chemicals, pesticides, and 
regulated pollutants harmful to health 
as well as re-use or processing of con-
trolled chemicals.

•	 Reducing water and emissions, as well 
as increasing re-use.

•	 GOTS certification to guarantee ecologi-
cal and social minimum standards along 
the entire value chain.

SUSTAINABILITY 
INFORMATION

SCAN FOR MORE 
INFORMATION

Size: S
100 % Organic Cotton

Size
Material

Sustainability
information

Price11.95€
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tory experiments, we investigated intentions plus 
actual purchases, allowing participants to try on 
T-shirts and satisfying the need for touch prevalent 
in fashion (see Box 1). 

Richer media formats can improve perception 
and increase intent and willingness to pay 

Richer digital communication formats both 
improved perception and significantly increased 
intention, whereas traditional labels seemed 
weaker at convincing consumers to buy sustain-
able product options.

QR codes leading to sustainability information 
in a video significantly improved product 
evaluations and purchase intentions
When sustainability information was delivered via 
QR code and video, product evaluation improved, 
and purchase intention increased significantly (see 
upper part of Figure 2).

Augmented reality increased willingness to pay 
In the AR setting, similar tendencies were observed: 
Participants showed higher purchase intentions 
and a higher willingness to pay, which was also 
reflected in actual payments. Product evalua-
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„

Improving how 
sustainability 

information is 
communicated can 

help consumers better 
evaluate sustainable 

fashion and, ultimately, 
drives sales. 

“

tions were only marginally better. In other words, 
AR helped convert sustainability into economic 
value but did not dramatically change how con-
sumers felt about a product (see lower part of Fig-
ure 2). Overall, the study’s AR implementation 
slightly reduced the credibility of the information. 
This can likely be attributed to platform effects, as 
the AR filter was delivered via a social media inter-
face. However, among consumers who viewed the 
sustainability information as credible, AR led to 
substantially more positive product evaluations 
and higher purchase intentions than textual infor-
mation. The gap between “wanting to buy sustain-
ably” and “actually doing it” got smaller.

Improving sustainability communication can 
pay off

Our findings suggest that improving how sustain-
ability information is communicated can help con-
sumers better evaluate sustainable fashion and, 
ultimately, drives sales. However, the lab setting 
may have made participants more aware of sus-
tainability and more willing to engage with such 
information than in regular buying situations. 
Therefore, retailers should think of ways to high-
light the topic in the first place. Sustainability com-

Shows results of the experiments. QR Code hangtags lead to better product evaluation, higher purchase intentions and willingness to pay
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munication should not be limited to hangtags. It 
should be integrated into brand communication in 
shops and other channels, as well as in bonus pro-
grams, to raise overall awareness and increase the 
likelihood that consumers engage. In addition to 
such motivational support, the following improve-
ments to sustainability communication are worth 
trying.

Use communication formats with fewer 
restrictions and more creative potential 
Digital media channels enable much richer visual-
ization of information through pictures, videos, 
music and even personalized content. Additional 
information about what is typically listed on a 
hangtag could further enhance the positive 
impression of sustainable products and their likeli-
hood of being purchased. Interestingly, the same 
fashion retailers often provide multimedia visual-
izations to illustrate information on textile sus-
tainability on their online shops. Using digital for-
mats in brick-and-mortar stores would also bridge 
this online-offline divide. In addition, QR codes 
used to access digital information could also inte-
grate bonus programs or sales incentives, such as 
via retailer apps already installed on smartphones.

Start with videos before offering AR	
Managers should consider implementing QR codes 
that link to videos about sustainable products 
when the sustainable qualities are complex. Given 
that consumers were actually paying more for sus-
tainable T-shirts using AR, using digitalized infor-
mation seems to be a promising way to offset the 
higher production costs inherent in many sustain-
able products. Since QR codes are more prevalent in 
consumers’ shopping than AR and had larger 

effects in our experiment, it is advisable to focus 
on this way of communicating sustainability infor-
mation first. 

Convenience is king	
Short videos are a very popular form of communi-
cation among the younger generation. Many con-
sumers turn to YouTube, Instagram or TikTok for 
information on financial investment strategies, 
cooking recipes and more. It seems that using this 
convenient format is also effective for sustainabil-
ity information. While getting the information 
directly on a hangtag requires active reading, the 
video in our experiment read the information to 
the consumer, thus making information processing 
easier. By using preferred and convenient formats, 
retailers are more likely to reach consumers with 
sustainability information.

Creating win-win situations with better 
sustainability communication

The textile industry’s environmental footprint is 
substantial. It accounts for a striking share of 
global emissions, water degradation and land use. 
Increasing the market share of sustainable textiles 
therefore represents an impactful step toward 
reducing environmental harm. While many con-
sumers are aware of these facts and intend to buy 
accordingly, they still seem to need confirmation at 
the point of sale. Fashion retailers can encourage 
their consumers to follow through with their inten-
tions by doing a better job at explaining the value 
of sustainable fashion. One way to achieve this is to 
repurpose hangtags as gateways to more engag-
ing digital sustainability communication formats 
rather than direct carriers of text-based informa-
tion. Based on our findings, experimenting with QR 
codes linking to richer media such as video clips or 
AR-framed environments can pay off in several 
ways: for shops by spurring sales of sustainable 
textiles at higher price levels, for consumers by 
helping them to live up to their intentions and for 
our planet by reducing the environmental foot-
print. Overall, this creates a win-win situation in 
which improved sustainability communication not 
only closes information gaps but also supports 
tangible behavioral changes in the purchasing pro-
cess.

FURTHER READING

Brand, B. M. (2025). Bridging the intention-behav-
ior-gap through digitalized information (?): Two 
laboratory experiments in the textile industry. 
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 84, 
104179. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2024.104179

White, K., Habib, R., & Hardisty, D. J. (2019). How 
to SHIFT consumer behaviors to be more 
sustainable: A literature review and guiding 
framework. Journal of Marketing, 83(3), 22–49. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022242919825649 

53

R e p u r p o s i n g  t h e  H a n g t a g

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2024.104179
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022242919825649 

