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RESUMEN 

El estudio analiza el impacto ambiental del fast fashion y las representaciones sociales de los 

consumidores en el marco del Objetivo de Desarrollo Sostenible 12, concretamente en la 

meta 12.5, (reducción de residuos). Mediante una metodología cualitativa, se realizaron 

entrevistas biográficas a 19 actores de distintas edades y contextos sociodemográficos. Los 

resultados muestran patrones heterogéneos: en participantes mayores y de menores ingresos 

predomina un enfoque funcional y económico; en jóvenes con mayor capital simbólico, 

prevalece la dimensión identitaria y emocional. En todos los perfiles se identificó el 

intention-behavior gap, dado que la conciencia ética y ambiental no se tradujo en cambios 

efectivos en las decisiones de compra. Las prácticas circulares surgen más por lógicas 

antidesperdicio que por valores ecológicos explícitos. La saturación teórica se alcanzó en 15 

entrevistas y la credibilidad se reforzó con triangulación y validación participante. Se 

concluye que la transición hacia el consumo sostenible exige transformaciones estructurales 

que superen barreras económicas, logísticas y simbólicas. 
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ABSTRACT 

The study analyzes the environmental impact of fast fashion and consumers' social 

representations within the framework of Sustainable Development Goal 12—specifically 

Target 12.5 (waste reduction). Using a qualitative methodology, biographical interviews 

were conducted with 19 individuals across various ages and sociodemographic backgrounds. 

The results reveal heterogeneous patterns: a functional and economic approach predominates 

among older, lower-income participants, whereas the identity-related and emotional 

dimensions prevail among young people with higher symbolic capital. An "intention-

behavior gap" was identified across all profiles, as ethical and environmental awareness did 

not translate into actual changes in purchasing decisions. Circular practices emerge more 

from anti-waste logic than from explicit ecological values. Theoretical saturation was 

reached at 15 interviews, and credibility was reinforced through triangulation and participant 

validation. The study concludes that the transition toward sustainable consumption requires 

structural transformations that overcome economic, logistical, and symbolic barriers. 

Keywords: Fast fashion; Sustainability; Consumer behavior; Social representations; 

Sustainable Development Goal 12. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The fashion sector is one of the productive systems with the greatest environmental impact 

on a global scale. In recent decades, the dominant model known as fast fashion, characterized 

by mass production, the accelerated renewal of collections and the offer of trends at reduced 

prices, has profoundly transformed the consumption habits of contemporary societies 

(Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010).  
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This model generates environmental consequences of great magnitude: the fashion industry 

is responsible for between 8 and 10% of global carbon dioxide emissions, consumes 

approximately 79 billion liters of water per year and produces around 92 million tons of 

textile waste annually (Niinimäki et al., 2020; Bailey et al., 2022). At the same time, fast 

fashion imposes precarious working conditions throughout its value chain, especially in 

countries with less stringent environmental and labor regulations. 

This study is framed within Sustainable Development Goal 12, specifically target 12.5, which 

aims to substantially reduce waste generation through prevention, reduction, recycling and 

reuse by 2030 (United Nations, 2023, cited in Menezes, 2025). In this context, fast fashion 

stands as one of the main obstacles to achieving this target, insofar as its production and 

consumption logic promotes a linear system of "extract, produce, consume and discard" 

(Vieira & Bonatti, 2023; Lima, 2023) that directly contradicts the principles of efficient use 

of natural resources. 

From a sociological perspective, consumer behavior cannot be understood solely as the result 

of individual rational choices, but as a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by economic, 

cultural, identity-related and structural factors (Vieira & Bonatti, 2023). In this sense, it is 

relevant to incorporate the concept of social representations, understood as forms of practical 

knowledge that enable individuals to interpret and act upon their reality (Moscovici, 1961; 

Jodelet, 1986). 

 According to Abric (1994), every social representation is organized around a central core, 

composed of stable and shared elements, and a peripheral system that is flexible and sensitive 

to individual context. This distinction is particularly useful for understanding the tensions 

between declared knowledge about the impacts of fast fashion and the actual purchasing 

practices of consumers. 

The theory of social representations allows us to examine how social groups construct shared 

meanings about objects of social relevance, in this case the consumption of fashion, and how 

these meanings guide everyday action (Jodelet, 1986). In the context of fast fashion, it is 

relevant to analyze what images, values and attitudes organize consumers' understanding of 

this production model, to identify the central and peripheral elements of their representations, 

and to explore the contradictions between declared values and effective behaviors. 
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The main research question guiding this study is: What are the social representations of fast 

fashion consumers about this reality? The secondary question asks: What are the effects of 

fast fashion consumption on the environment? The objective of the study is to analyze, from 

individual biographical trajectories, the social representations and consumption practices of 

nineteen social actors with differentiated sociodemographic profiles, identifying the central 

and peripheral elements of their representations, the contradictions between environmental 

awareness and purchasing behavior, as well as the alternative practices emerging within the 

fast fashion system. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Methodological Approach and Justification 

The study adopted a qualitative methodology, based on the suitability of this approach for 

exploring in depth the social representations, opinions and experiences of participants. 

Qualitative methodology enables a detailed understanding of social phenomena and makes 

possible the production of rich materials that facilitate an interpretative analysis of the 

collected data (Coelho, 2011). Its selection is further justified by the need to capture the 

meanings, perspectives and individual experiences of fast fashion consumers in relation to 

its environmental impact, and by the appropriateness of this approach for identifying the 

structuring elements of social representations (Abric, 1994). 

Participants and Sampling 

Biographical interviews were used for data collection, a technique particularly suited due to 

its flexibility, which allows for a more in-depth exploration of topics of interest and the 

collection of broad, spontaneous and chronologically organized narratives by the participants 

themselves.  

Biographical interviews have the advantage of generating a reflective context between the 

researcher and the interviewee, fostering greater openness and detailed responses, and 

enabling the exploration of biographical trajectories that relate consumption practices, 

environmental perceptions and social representations to variables such as age, gender and 

family context (Coelho, 2011). 

Nineteen biographical interviews were conducted. Sampling was intentional and progressive, 

combining criteria of age, gender, educational level, socioeconomic situation and 
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geographical context (urban/rural) to ensure diversity of profiles and typological 

representativeness. This selection sought to include different stages of the life cycle, different 

levels of educational capital and different socioeconomic contexts, with the purpose of 

identifying similarities and differences in the social representations of the fast fashion 

phenomenon. Participants were identified using numerical or alphabetical pseudonyms to 

preserve their anonymity, in accordance with the ethical principles of qualitative research. 

The nineteen participants were distributed into three typological groups. Group A consisted 

of seven young participants aged between 18 and 27 years, university students or in entry-

level employment, with high exposure to social networks and digital fashion platforms. 

Group B comprised seven participants aged between 30 and 45 years, with consolidated work 

trajectories, medium-high educational level and family responsibilities.  

Group C was composed of five participants aged between 48 and 65 years, with socialization 

experiences prior to the digitalization of consumption, different income levels and a greater 

tendency toward reuse practices. This tripartite structure, consistent with the logic of the three 

original profiles, made it possible to expand the empirical base while preserving 

sociodemographic diversity as an analytical axis. Theoretical saturation was reached after the 

fifteenth interview, when new cases no longer contributed relevant categories or conceptual 

variations, confirming the sufficiency of the analyzed corpus (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Data Collection 

The interviews had an average duration of 75 minutes and were conducted individually, in 

environments chosen by the participants themselves to ensure their comfort and the quality 

of the account. All interviews were audio-recorded, following the obtaining of informed 

consent, and subsequently transcribed verbatim. The thematic interview guide addressed four 

dimensions: (1) biographical trajectory of socialization and relationship with clothing; (2) 

current textile consumption practices and purchasing criteria; (3) knowledge and 

representations about fast fashion and its impacts; and (4) circular practices and attitudes 

toward sustainability. 

Data Analysis and Scientific Rigor 

Data processing was carried out using two complementary procedures. First, sociological 

portraits were constructed following the perspective of Bernard Lahire (cited in Coelho, 

2011), which aims to analyze the social through the individual, reconstructing the 
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dispositions incorporated throughout multiple socialization processes and showing how these 

dispositions are actualized in a differentiated manner according to the contexts of practice. 

Second, the portraits were subjected to a thematic content analysis aimed at identifying social 

representations following the structural model of Abric (1994), which allowed for the 

distinction between the central core of the representation, comprising stable elements that are 

resistant to change and independent of context, and the peripheral systems, comprising 

malleable elements that function as an interface between the core and practical reality. 

The scientific rigor of the study was ensured through four specific procedures. First, 

methodological triangulation was carried out, combining thematic content analysis with the 

construction of sociological portraits, so that the findings derived from both procedures were 

compared with each other to verify their consistency.  

Second, participant validation was applied (member checking): a synthesis of the main 

findings was sent to eight randomly selected participants, who confirmed the interpretative 

adequacy of the results. Third, a methodological audit was prepared, documenting in detail 

the analysis process, emerging categories, coding decisions and inclusion criteria, with the 

aim of ensuring the traceability and reproducibility of the analytical process.  

Fourth, researcher bias control was addressed through periodic meetings of the research team 

aimed at reviewing emerging interpretations and verifying their empirical grounding, as well 

as through the systematic practice of reflexivity regarding the possible influences of 

theoretical assumptions on the analysis process. 

 

Theoretical Framework: Social Representations and Fashion 

Consumption 

The theory of social representations, developed by Moscovici (1961) from his study on the 

popular appropriation of psychoanalysis, proposes that common-sense knowledge is not a 

mere distorted reflection of scientific knowledge, but a specific form of knowing with its 

own logic and social functions.  

Social representations fulfill, according to Jodelet (1986), four main functions: orienting 

behaviors and social relations; justifying performed practices; elaborating a differentiating 
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group identity; and enabling communication and coordination among members of the same 

group. 

The structural model of Abric (1994) delves into the internal architecture of social 

representations, distinguishing between a central core and peripheral systems. The central 

core groups the stable, consensual and normative elements of the representation, those that 

confer coherence and permanence, and which remain relatively resistant to change in the face 

of new contradictory information. The peripheral systems, for their part, are more malleable 

and variable, acting as an interface between the core and concrete situations: they allow the 

representation to adapt to individual contexts and protect the central core from cognitive 

dissonance. 

Applied to fashion consumption, this theoretical framework allows for the formulation of 

specific analytical hypotheses. The central core of the social representation of fast fashion 

among contemporary consumers could be constituted by elements such as economic 

accessibility, continuous aesthetic renewal and the naturalization of accelerated 

consumption. The peripheral systems could articulate ambivalent elements such as awareness 

of environmental impacts, moral discomfort at labor exploitation or a positive valuation of 

circular practices, elements that coexist with the central core without fundamentally 

questioning it. 

This distinction is particularly relevant for understanding the intention-behavior gap (Bläse 

et al., 2023): the resistance of the central core to disruptive information would explain why 

knowledge about the environmental impacts of fast fashion does not automatically translate 

into behavioral change.  

Peripheral elements absorb the dissonance and allow the coherence of the representation to 

be maintained without altering its foundations. Understanding this representational 

architecture is, therefore, a prerequisite for designing effective interventions aimed at 

behavioral change. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Central and Peripheral Elements of the Social Representations of Fast Fashion 

The structural analysis of social representations of fast fashion from the nineteen interviews 

made it possible to identify a central core shared by the majority of participants, comprising 
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three elements: (1) the association of fast fashion with economic accessibility and the 

democratization of fashion; (2) the perception of clothing consumption as an everyday and 

normalized practice; and (3) the identification of the phenomenon with specific low-price 

brands and platforms. These elements were present in all typological groups, regardless of 

the age, educational level or socioeconomic context of the participant, which confirms their 

central character in the representation (Abric, 1994). 

The peripheral systems, by contrast, were heterogeneous and dependent on 

sociodemographic profile. Participants in Group A (young people) tended to incorporate 

elements of identity and self-expression in the periphery, viewing clothing as a tool for self-

construction, which reinforces the functionality of fast fashion as a low-cost resource of 

distinction. Participants in Group B (middle-aged adults) articulated criteria of quality, 

durability and economic rationality in the periphery, which coexist with recognition of the 

environmental problem without questioning it. Participants in Group C (older adults) more 

frequently incorporated elements of austerity, reuse and resistance to superfluous 

consumption, although without explicitly articulating them as ecological values. 

It was particularly significant that awareness of environmental impacts, present in sixteen of 

the nineteen participants, systematically functioned as a peripheral element and not as part 

of the central core of the representation.  

This explains the nature of the intention-behavior gap (Bläse et al., 2023): environmental 

knowledge is incorporated into the representation, but does not alter its organizing core, 

which continues to revolve around accessibility, normalization and functionality. This 

representational architecture implies that interventions aimed exclusively at increasing 

consumers' environmental information have a limited effect: the central core remains intact 

and new knowledge is absorbed by the periphery without generating behavioral 

transformation. 

Functional Consumption Versus Identity Consumption: A Cross-Cutting Distinction 

The nineteen participants present textile consumption orientations that are distributed along 

a continuum between two poles: functional consumption, oriented toward utility and 

economically conditioned, and identity consumption, in which clothing acts as a tool for the 

construction and expression of the self. This distinction, already identified in previous studies 
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with small samples (Nunes & Silveira, 2016), acquires greater analytical precision with the 

expansion of the sample. 

The functional pole concentrates mainly, though not exclusively, participants from Groups 

B and C. In these profiles, clothing fulfills a utilitarian function linked to adaptation to the 

professional context and practical need, without occupying a central place in their identities. 

The prioritization of comfort and durability is recurrently expressed in the narratives of these 

participants, who evaluate their purchases in terms of cost per use and establish explicit 

economic thresholds for their purchasing decisions. Several of these participants recount 

having received or donated clothing within their family network as a habitual practice, 

without conceptualizing it as sustainability. 

The identity pole concentrates mainly the young participants of Group A, who define their 

way of dressing as a direct expression of an identity in permanent transformation. This 

orientation connects with Bauman's (2008) conception of the consumer society, in which 

identity is constructed through ephemeral material goods, and with the description by Nunes 

and Silveira (2016) of the emotional dimension of fashion consumption as a tool for self-

expression and social integration. Among these participants, the frequency of purchasing is 

significantly higher than in the other groups, and low-cost digital platforms occupy a central 

place in their practices. 

In all cases, biographical socialization trajectories proved determinant. Participants from 

rural backgrounds or with family values of saving and resource valuation developed from an 

early age a financial awareness that guides their decisions toward economic rationality, 

regardless of their current income level. Participants from modest origins but with notable 

upward social mobility tend to reproduce containment values acquired in the family of origin, 

even though their current purchasing power would allow for greater consumption. These 

differences confirm Lahire's argument (cited in Coelho, 2011) about how dispositions 

incorporated in socialization processes are actualized in a differentiated manner according to 

the contexts of practice. 

Economic Factors, Purchasing Criteria and Structural Barriers to Sustainable 

Consumption 

Price emerges as the determining factor in purchasing decisions for seventeen of the nineteen 

participants, although with different nuances according to profile. Among participants with 
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greater economic capital, price acts as a threshold that excludes luxury brands considered 

disproportionate, but admits medium-high quality brands; the rationality of the threshold is 

explicitly verbalized. Among participants with lower economic capital, price functions as a 

de facto exclusion factor: the economic accessibility of fast fashion is the condition of 

possibility for fashion consumption, and no alternative is perceived as viable. 

A relevant finding derived from the expansion of the sample is the role of size inclusivity as 

a structural barrier that pushes consumers toward fast fashion regardless of their ethical 

values. Eight participants, especially young and adult women, indicated that conventional 

and mid-priced brands do not carry their size, whereas fast fashion platforms such as Shein 

offer a wide range. This element, barely visible with a sample of three cases, reveals a 

systemic dimension of the problem: the lack of inclusivity in the conventional fashion market 

is a structural barrier that reproduces dependence on fast fashion in certain consumer 

segments, regardless of their environmental awareness. 

These patterns reflect the effectiveness of the fast fashion business model analyzed by Caro 

and Martínez-de-Albéniz (2015, cited in Cunha, 2023), which is based on speed of response 

and the offer of trends at accessible prices to promote frequent consumption. However, the 

empirical data of the present study contribute an element that goes beyond the available 

literature: the diversity of trajectories of access to fast fashion suggests that there is neither a 

single consumer profile nor a single mechanism of adhesion to the model. Dependence on 

fast fashion is simultaneously structural, determined by economic conditions and market 

architecture, and representational, sustained by the cultural normalization of accelerated 

consumption. 

The Dissonance Between Values and Practices: New Evidence of the Intention-Behavior 

Gap 

The nineteen participants exhibit the intention-behavior gap theorized by Bläse et al. (2023): 

despite recognizing the environmental impacts of fast fashion to varying degrees, this 

recognition does not translate into effective changes in their purchasing behavior. The 

expansion of the sample allowed for the identification of four specific discursive mechanisms 

through which participants manage this dissonance, which had not been fully visible in 

studies with smaller samples. 
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The first is normalization by universalization: the consumer recognizes the problem, but 

neutralizes it by appealing to its generalized nature ("everyone does the same thing"), a 

mechanism that operates as collective legitimation of individual conduct and which is linked 

to the concept of fear of missing out (FOMO) described by Bläse et al. (2023). The second 

mechanism is systemic attribution of responsibility: the consumer attributes responsibility 

for the problem to companies, governments or the economic system, which reduces their 

perception of individual agency.  

This mechanism is consistent with the argument of Santos and Aylon (2024), but acquires an 

additional nuance in the empirical data: in several participants, systemic attribution of 

responsibility coexists with individual reuse practices, suggesting a fragmentation of agency 

according to the domain of action. 

The third mechanism is temporal compartmentalization: the consumer indicates that they will 

change their behavior "when they have more money" or "when better alternatives exist," 

postponing behavioral transformation to a future moment with ideal conditions. The fourth 

mechanism, identified mainly among participants in Group A, is symbolic compensation: 

participation in a one-off circular practice, such as selling or donating a garment, is 

interpreted as sufficient compensation for a general pattern of accelerated consumption, 

generating a perception of balance that inhibits profound change. 

The data also reveal significant ignorance about the magnitude of environmental impacts 

across all groups. This difficulty for consumers to establish a direct link between individual 

decisions and global ecological consequences, underlined by Lima (2023), constitutes one of 

the main obstacles to the implementation of SDG 12 target 12.5. However, the empirical data 

of the present study suggest that increasing information is not a sufficient condition for 

behavioral change, given that, in most participants with greater environmental knowledge, 

this knowledge is incorporated as a peripheral element of the representation without altering 

the central core. 

Circular Practices: Between Relational Need and Emerging Norm 

Despite the prevalence of fast fashion in the consumption patterns of the nineteen 

participants, circular practices of sociological relevance emerge that present a more extensive 

and complex distribution than that identifiable in small samples. In fifteen of the nineteen 

cases, clothing reuse occurs primarily within the family or close network context: garments 
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circulate among siblings, from parents to children or among trusted friends. In nine cases, 

participants use second-hand digital platforms, mainly to sell their own garments rather than 

to buy, revealing a wardrobe management function more so than a disposition toward circular 

consumption. 

An emerging finding derived from the expanded sample is the existence of what we term 

relational circular practices: clothing exchanges that have a primarily social function of 

maintaining bonds, generating as a secondary effect the extension of the garments' lifecycle. 

Several participants describe informal donation and exchange systems within family or 

friendship networks in which clothing acts as an object of relational mediation rather than as 

a consumer good. These systems, invisible to studies focused on formal second-hand 

platforms, represent a route for extending the circular economy that does not require market 

infrastructure. 

However, it is significant that these practices emerge primarily from an anti-waste rationality 

and relational needs, rather than from explicit ecological values. None of the nineteen 

participants articulates their reuse practices as a conscious environmental commitment. This 

disconnect between practice and ecological discourse suggests that the domestic circular 

economy can expand as a cultural norm without necessarily requiring prior environmental 

awareness, which opens a path for transforming consumption habits with less dependence on 

changes in values, anchored in the activation of already existing dispositions of austerity and 

reciprocity. 

The barriers to greater adoption of circular practices are, nonetheless, significant and are 

distributed in a differentiated manner according to typological group. Participants in Group 

A highlight mainly aesthetic barriers and size availability on second-hand platforms. 

Participants in Group B mention lack of time as the main impediment to accessing second-

hand markets or digital clothing platforms.  

Participants in Group C highlight the absence of local donation and collection infrastructures, 

which in several cases leads to discarding clothing in ordinary waste. These barriers, 

heterogeneous according to profile, make evident that the transition to circular models 

requires not only cultural changes, but also improvements tailored to the specific needs of 

each consumer segment. 

CONCLUSIONS 
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The analysis of the biographical trajectories and social representations of the nineteen 

participants allows for the formulation of conclusions with greater empirical solidity than 

single-case or small-sample studies. However, it is acknowledged that the inferences derived 

from a qualitative study with intentional sampling have an explanatory scope delimited to 

the contexts and profiles studied, and do not claim statistical representativeness or direct 

generalization to broad populations. 

Within this scope, the results allow us to conclude that the social representations of fast 

fashion present a stable central core that is transversal to the different sociodemographic 

profiles, articulated around economic accessibility, the normalization of accelerated 

consumption and the functional identification with specific brands and platforms.  

The peripheral systems, by contrast, are heterogeneous and reflect the specific biographical 

trajectories of each participant: they incorporate elements of environmental awareness, 

quality criteria or austerity values, but without altering the central core of the representation. 

This representational architecture would explain why the intention-behavior gap persists 

even among consumers with relatively high levels of environmental awareness. 

In relation to the secondary question, the research confirms that the environmental effects of 

fast fashion are devastating, as documented in the literature: greenhouse gas emissions, 

massive water consumption, generation of textile waste and microplastic contamination 

(Niinimäki et al., 2020; Bailey et al., 2022). The empirical data add an analytical dimension 

to this diagnosis by showing that the cognitive distance between individual decisions and 

global impacts is a structural characteristic of consumer representations, and not merely an 

information deficit. 

The four dissonance management mechanisms identified, namely normalization by 

universalization, systemic attribution of responsibility, temporal compartmentalization and 

symbolic compensation, constitute an original empirical contribution of this study that 

enriches the available explanations of the intention-behavior gap. These mechanisms suggest 

that interventions aimed exclusively at increasing environmental knowledge have a limited 

effect, and that effective strategies should aim to transform the central core of the 

representation through changes in the material conditions of access to sustainable, accessible 

and inclusive alternatives. 
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The study also provides evidence that the emerging circular practices, particularly the 

relational circular practices identified in this study, respond to logics of austerity and social 

reciprocity rather than to explicit environmental values. This finding suggests that the 

expansion of the circular economy can anchor its strategies in pre-existing cultural 

dispositions without necessarily requiring the prior transformation of consumer values. 

With the caution appropriate to a qualitative study of exploratory scope, the results suggest 

that policies aimed at expanding the infrastructure for the collection and redistribution of 

garments, at promoting size inclusivity in the market supply and at regulating greenwashing 

practices could be more consistent than individual awareness campaigns. However, given the 

size and nature of the sample, these orientations should be interpreted as hypotheses requiring 

validation in studies of greater scope, and not as directly generalizable public policy 

recommendations. 

Among the limitations of the study, we recognize the sample size, which, although expanded 

relative to previous studies and sufficient to achieve theoretical saturation, does not allow for 

statistical generalizations; the geographically concentrated nature of the sampling; and the 

impossibility of empirically measuring the real long-term impact of the sustainable 

alternatives identified. Future research could expand the sample to compared national 

contexts, deepen the role of digital marketing and social pressure in fashion consumption, 

and incorporate mixed methods that allow for quantifying the distribution of the central 

elements of the representation in broad populations, within the framework of SDG 12. 
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