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This study examines the impact of conspicuous consumption on environmentally sustainable

fashion brands (ESFBs). Most previous studies have been limited to environmental per-

spectives; however, research on environmental behavior by conspicuousness has been

lacking. This study views the brand as a tool for revealing oneself and examines the mod-

erator brand–self-connection. It utilized a structural equation model with 237 valid ques-

tionnaires. Its findings are as follows: (1) Conspicuous consumption, fashion trend

conspicuousness, and socially awakened conspicuousness positively affect the word-of-

mouth (WOM) marketing of ESFBs. (2) Environmental belief is fully mediated by the

environmental norm (EN) and does not directly affect WOM. (3) The more consumers are

consistent with ESFBs, the stronger their WOM marketing. They are moderated only by the

EN and socially awakened conspicuousness. (4) A higher fashion trend conspicuousness is

associated with increased WOM marketing, indicating that such brands are frequently used

as a method of self-expression. This study highlights consumers’ socially awakened con-

spicuousness and fashion trend conspicuousness in relation to ESFBs and discusses some

implications.
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Introduction

The emergence of sustainable consumption as a new trend
can be attributed to the growing environmental con-
sciousness (Kerber et al. 2023; Zameer and Yasmeen,

2022). This is evident in the increasing involvement of fashion
brands in the Fashion Pact, a global agreement aimed at pro-
moting environmental sustainability (The Fashion Pact, 2023).
Patagonia, a company renowned for its commitment to sustain-
ability, conducts various activities under its corporate motto, such
as using 98% recycled material and sourcing electricity from
100% renewable sources while maintaining its top position in the
outdoor apparel market (Alonso, 2023). Additionally, non-
apparel industry brands have embraced the pursuit of sustain-
ability. Freitag, a fashion industry brand that produces recycled
bags from used truck tarps, has continued to gain popularity over
the past three to four years (Ga, 2022). Since its launch in
2017 specializing in pleated knit bags crafted from recycled yarn
derived from discarded plastic bottles, Pleats Mama has experi-
enced an annual growth rate of 150% on average (Kim, 2022a). In
response to the climate change crisis, which is exacerbated by
global warming, even luxury brands such as Burberry, Prada, and
Gucci have begun incorporating sustainable fashion products into
their collection. Consequently, within the last five years,
approximately 30% of consumers have increased their purchase
of sustainable products, resulting in a 32% increase in the market
share of these products (Ruiz, 2023; Tighe, 2023). In summary,
brands such as Patagonia, Freitag, and Pleats Mama, which
prioritize environmental sustainability, article are gaining pro-
minence (Little, 2022). This is due to the growing enthusiasm of
consumers towards these brands’ environmental sustainability
initiatives.

Even if a given brand does not explicitly focus on environ-
mental sustainability, environmental values and beliefs sig-
nificantly influence consumers’ purchasing decisions, according
to research on sustainable fashion (Apaolaza et al. 2022; Bianchi
and Gonzalez, 2021; Park & Lin, 2020). Moreover, studies
demonstrate that consumers are increasingly resorting to luxury
and fast fashion brands—often regarded as the major con-
tributors to environmental pollution—for environmental reasons.
This trend is attributable to these brands’ effective sustainable
marketing strategies (Neumann et al. 2020; Stringer et al. 2020;
Zhang et al. 2021). In other words, through their marketing
strategies, these brands are successfully positioning themselves as
sustainable choices, which results in meaningful purchase inten-
tions among consumers.

However, these previous studies do not consider fashion’s
symbolic function or social meaning. By wearing sustainable
fashion brands, consumers seek to demonstrate their commit-
ment to environmental beliefs(EBs). Consumer behavior toward
sustainable fashion is not driven by EBs. For other reasons, the
purchase is made in a conspicuous context (Legere & Kang, 2020;
Stringer et al. 2020). Numerous studies have documented this
phenomenon, with a particular focus on certain conspicuous
activities in philanthropic research. Generally known as com-
prising actions that are motivated by altruistic values, philan-
thropy is currently being evaluated in terms of its sustainability.
For instance, the mission of Or Foundation, a public charity
based in the USA, is to establish an alternative model of ecological
prosperity (Wong, 2023). In fact, private philanthropy has been
found to play a key role in sustainable development (Gautier and
Pache, 2015; Porter and Kramer, 2002). However, although such
actions spring from good intentions, they also involve certain
aspects that are determined by motives other than altruism. That
is, philanthropic research indicates that these endeavors are fre-
quently associated with a desire for recognition and respect (De
Dominicis et al. 2017; Grace and Griffin, 2009; Wallace et al.

2017). This behavior may stem from a conspicuous desire to be
acknowledged by others for social awareness and to receive praise
and validation from followers, particularly when such actions are
shared on social networking sites (SNS) (e.g., the ice bucket
challenge and bracelets for Japanese military sexual slavery
grandmothers). Intending to gain respect from others, individuals
tend to engage in acts that may be considered as “displaying” or
“showing off,” even in the case of eco-friendly purchases and
environment-related word-of-mouth (WOM) behavior.

Conspicuousness is evident in less visible charitable activities
and fashion products with higher visibility and symbolic value.
Regarding luxury fashion products, including those that incor-
porate sustainable marketing strategies, consumers may still
prioritize luxury symbols for their conspicuousness, despite the
significance of sustainable beliefs (Ki and Kim, 2016; Mishra et al.
2023). Consequently, it is essential to investigate whether con-
spicuous consumption occurs concerning environmentally sus-
tainable fashion brands (ESFBs) rather than luxury brands. By
publicly displaying one’s decision to wear an ESFB, one can
establish oneself as a socially conscious individual and a fashion
leader, potentially leading a new consumption trend or gaining a
following. Hence, it is crucial to examine whether consumers’
choices are driven by sustainable beliefs or constitute conspicuous
behavior. Consumers want to express themselves through the
meaning of a brand. They believe that they “connect” with a
brand and choose to wear it for its meaning (Escalas, 2004;
Escalas and Bettman, 2003). Therefore, the more one connects to
a brand, the more one can actively wear it to express one’s beliefs.
The study’s research questions are formulated as follows:

RQ1. Do consumers truly engage in WOM behavior in relation
to ESFBs based on EBs? Do they have no conspicuous intentions?

RQ2. As brands express self-concept, do consumers reinforce
WOM behavior to support environmental norms (ENs) and
reveal their EBs? What role does the self-brand connection of
ESFB consumers play if conspicuous intentions exist?

This study aims to examine the effect of conspicuousness on
consumer behavior concerning ESFBs, a topic that is yet to be
examined. Conspicuousness is specifically subdivided into that of
the fashion trend leader and that of a socially awakened person.
Consumers who utilize ESFBs as a means of expressing their
identity are confronted with the decision of whether to reinforce
environmental behavior or conspicuous behavior. As a result, we
must identify consumers’ purchasing motives for ESFBs and flesh
out their implications.

Literature review
Environmental sustainability. Our Common Future, which
defines sustainability, posits environmental sustainability as one
of the three concepts of sustainable development (society, econ-
omy, environment) (Brundtland, 2013). Environmental sustain-
ability can be defined as the “maintenance of natural capital,”
which involves at least the reduction of the level of resource use
or depletion of environmental assets (Goodland, 1995). In the
aftermath of global warming, concerns regarding the sustain-
ability of natural resources have intensified due to global boiling
(Arora and Mishra, 2023). Accordingly, environmental sustain-
ability is becoming more important than it was before. According
to Morelli (2011), sustainability is “good” and is frequently
abused for expertise or contributions in a certain field, regardless
of the actual effects exerted on the natural environment or eco-
logical health. Environmental sustainability should be viewed as
an essential human activity for supporting the ecosystem based
on sound ecological concepts. Goodland (1995) describes envir-
onmental sustainability as a set of constraints, involving “the use
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of renewable and nonrenewable resources on the source side, and
pollution and waste assimilation on the sink side” (p. 10). Most
research on environmental sustainability focuses on exploring
what should be done from an environmental perspective
(Ögmundarson et al., 2020; Koul et al., 2022) and the impact each
country has on the environment (Yang and Khan, 2022; Yang
et al., 2022). In addition, environmental sustainability is a crucial
consideration in business decision-making because it involves
finding a balance between economic productivity and minimizing
environmental impact (Lou et al., 2022). One of these is the study
of secondhand consumption (Cuc & Vidovic, 2014; Xue et al.
2018). Although many companies claim to prioritize sustain-
ability, they often focus on economic and social sustainability
rather than issues of environmental sustainability (Brydges et al.
2022). Environmental sustainability is frequently compromised in
this way for marketing strategies (Salnikova et al, 2022; Vesal et al.
2021; Villalba‐Ríos et al. 2023) or for achieving environmental,
social, and corporate governance (ESG) (Khalil & Khalil, 2022;
Prömpeler et al. 2023). Consumers are no longer fooled by sus-
tainability marketing, which they perceive as greenwashing
(Kahraman and Kazançoğlu, 2019; Nguyen et al. 2021). Accord-
ingly, consumers base their purchases on their knowledge and
awareness of brands that advocate environmental activism rather
than merely participating in greenwashing (Venkatesan, 2022).

Sustainable fashion. Regarding environmental sustainability, the
fashion industry encounters significant challenges because it
consumes substantial amounts of water, energy, and chemicals
while generating disposal problems (Lou et al., 2022). At a time
when consumer demand for ESG is increasing, various sustain-
able fashion initiatives have emerged in the industry. Various
green branding and eco-labeling initiatives, as well as sustainable
logistics practices, have been implemented (Sandberg and
Hultberg, 2021). H&M and Zara, representative fast fashion
brands, are also implementing various sustainable strategies in
line with this trend (Dzhengiz et al. 2023; Rathore, 2022). The
growing platform for secondhand fashion after the COVID-19
pandemic serves as a representative example (Kim and Kim,
2022). However, many consumers view sustainability assertions
in the fashion industry as mere marketing strategies (i.e., green-
washing) and express doubts about the genuineness of these
efforts (Szabo and Webster, 2021). Brydges et al. (2022) have also
examined the communication strategies employed by fashion
companies and found that consumers perceive these strategies as
a form of greenwashing aimed at selling sustainability. These
concerns have made certain fashion brands, such as Freitag and
Patagonia, shift their focus to environmental sustainability. To
evaluate the impact of sustainability, Patagonia specifically
established the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) and spear-
headed efforts to develop the Higg Index. This company has
developed new processes to address environmental issues and
prioritized recycling fibers and using recycled textiles to reduce
their landfill waste (Bhuiyan et al. 2023; Pandey et al. 2020).
Consumers are actively supporting and consuming brands that
genuinely prioritize environmental sustainability as opposed to
merely engaging in greenwashing practices. Consumption is
increasing for ESFBs that adhere to the “maintenance of natural
capital” (Rathore, 2022). However, focus on consumer behavior
toward ESFBs is still lacking; thus, it is necessary to investigate
consumer perceptions and behaviors concerning these brands.

Hypothesis development
Environmental beliefs and norms. Consumers are cognizant of the
seriousness of environmental pollution and are actively imple-
menting eco-friendly actions. EBs are unshakeable beliefs or

attitudes that guide individuals to decide to protect the envir-
onment (Gray et al., 1985). Inglehart (1995, 1997) asserted that as
the economy develops and modernizes, EB emerges because
people are concerned about the environmental state. Thus,
developed country consumers are likely to recognize ESFBs and
consume them, knowing that the promotion of various sustain-
able brands is a marketing strategy (greenwashing) due to the
high EB. Environmental norm (EN) is an important and strong
motivating factor that influences environmental behaviors and
signifies a sense of responsibility or moral obligation to the
environment. Additionally, activated and internalized EB helps in
overcoming obstacles to individual behavior based on a sense of
duty (Babcock, 2009). These EBs and ENs are mainly used for
research on eco-friendly behaviors, especially those grounded in
Stern’s (2000) value-belief-norm (VBN) theory. Based on the
VBN theory, it is hypothesized that individuals with strong
environmental values and norms are more likely to engage in
sustainable consumption practices, thereby resulting in better
environmental behaviors. Additionally, it is expected that con-
sumers in developed countries will exhibit a greater propensity to
recognize greenwashing and to consider environmental values
and norms, especially when purchasing from environmentally
sustainable fashion brands (ESFBs). Furthermore, it is widely
believed that ENs serve as a crucial mediator in the relationship
between EBs and eco-friendly behaviors, as supported by previous
research in areas such as green cosmetics and green hotels (Jaini
et al., 2020; Ruan et al., 2022).

The hypothesis is as follows:
Hypothesis (H1). EB positively affects EN.
WOM plays a vital role in shaping consumer attitudes and

purchasing behavior (Yang et al, 2012). Furthermore, with the
widespread use of SNS, e-WOM has enabled consumers to easily
access evaluations and opinions about various products and
services. WOM is a widely applied factor in marketing, and 61%
of key marketers select it as one of the most effective marketing
tools (Berger, 2014). Consumers are gradually adopting more
environmentally conscious purchasing practices as their aware-
ness of the environmental impact of their purchasing decisions
grows. Specifically, it has been discovered that the acquisition of
diverse environmental information through SNS platforms
contributes to the growth of pro-environmental behavior (Jain
et al. 2020). The WOM intention for eco-friendly products refers
to the communication between consumers and other people or
groups (such as social channels, friends, and relatives.) of
experiences about the purchase of such products (Chaniotakis
and Lymperopoulos, 2009). A significant correlation, according to
Chun et al. (2018), exists between environmental value, belief,
attitude, and WOM intention for upcycling products. Gatersleben
et al. (2002) assert that EB can be formed through value
awareness and lead to specific behavioral intentions. According to
Panda et al. (2020), environmental sustainability awareness
positively impacts both green purchase intention and green
brand evangelism. In addition, previous studies have demon-
strated that EBs directly influence pro-environmental behavioral
intentions and attitudes toward ecotourism (Li et al. 2021;
Nguyen & Le, 2020). As noted in prior research on VBN theory,
ENs impact environmental behavior (Stern et al. 1999; Stern,
2000). Certain studies have examined the influence of norms on
predicting pro-environmental attitudes. According to Jansson
et al. (2010), EB, EN, and habit influence Swedish consumers’
willingness to purchase green products. Bakti et al. (2020) found
that different norms (subjective, moral, environmental) affect the
WOM regarding the use of public transportation for environ-
mental reasons. Hence, both EBs and ENs significantly influence
the WOM behavior toward a brand.

Hypothesis (H2). EB positively affects WOM.
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Hypothesis (H3). EN positively affects WOM.

Conspicuousness on WOM. The goal-framing theory, proposed by
Lindenberg (2000, 2001, 2008), elucidates how goals influence
human perception, thoughts, and decision-making processes.
According to this theory, human needs can be categorized into
three types: gain goals, which involve knowledge and information
acquisition; normative goals, which emphasize appropriate
behavior based on social norms; and hedonic goals, which
prioritize perceived pleasure. In each situation, one goal is typi-
cally prioritized over the others; these goals coexist and form a
frame through mutual competition. Lindenberg and Steg (2007)
applied the goal-framing theory to explain pro-environmental
and pro-social behaviors. They proposed that individuals who
prioritize the normative goal are increasingly likely to engage in
eco-friendly actions. In contrast, those who prioritize gain and
hedonic goals may engage in non-eco-friendly behaviors. This
theory has been utilized to support research on various consumer
behaviors, including those influenced by environmental beliefs,
norms, and other goals and motivations (Mishra et al., 2023;
Yang et al. 2020). Additionally, the pursuit of hedonic goals can
explain why consumers pursuing conflicting goals, including
normative goals for eco-friendly behavior, may still engage in eco-
friendly actions. Liobikienė and Juknys (2016) contended that
individuals with hedonic goals may occasionally engage in
environmentally friendly behavior with pleasure and joy. Mishra
et al. (2023) examined the use of the luxury sharing economy in
emerging markets. They found that consumer behavior was sig-
nificantly influenced by the hedonic goal of conspicuousness.

Previous research discovered that conspicuous consumption
has a static effect on sustainable clothing purchase intention
(Apaolaza et al. 2022; Hammad et al. 2019). Because sustainable
fashion products are fashion goods, they have the characteristics
of fashion, such as trends, styles, and symbols. Unlike other
sustainable products, a fashion product cannot ignore the
attributes of fashion. Clothing is especially used as a means of
self-expression. This is because the values and thoughts conveyed
through clothing are symbolic and communicate meaning to
others. Prior research on sustainable fashion has examined
aspects of flaunting one’s social status and showcasing the latest
trends in fashion. Additionally, Cervellon and Shammas (2013)
validated the conspicuousness of the symbol of sustainable luxury
products. A pursuit of personal style, as demonstrated by Ki and
Kim (2016) enables consumers to make sustainable luxury
purchases. The study on sustainable fashion consumption
conducted by Lundblad and Davies (2016) also identified self-
expression as a significant determinant. Therefore, showcasing an
eco-friendly image, which involves being socially awake and
positioning oneself as a fashion leader, can affect WOM, an active
eco-friendly purchasing behavior. The following hypotheses can
be made:

Hypothesis (H4). Fashion trend conspicuousness (FTC)
positively affects WOM.

Hypothesis (H5). Social awaken conspicuousness (SAC)
positively affects WOM.

Self-brand connection. Self-concept serves as the foundation for
symbolic consumption; it originates from the motivation of self-
enhancement and maintenance of self-esteem, which express
individual values and is interpreted as behavior for social adop-
tion (Greenwald & Farnham, 2000; Shavitt, 1990). Consumers
feel a “sense of self-definition” by consuming products and ser-
vices and communicating about them to others. That is why they
identify with a brand and prefer a brand that can reflect and
express their self-concept. In other words, consumers may use a
brand as a physical representation of themselves to establish a

connection with it; this is known as self-brand connect (SBC)
(Escalas, 2004; Escalas and Bettman, 2003).

SBC positively correlates with behavioral intention, such as
brand choice and loyalty, as well as brand attitudes (Escalas, 2004,
Moore and Homer, 2008; Naletelich and Spears, 2020). When the
self-image aligns with the brand’s image is congruent, and when
the brand can protect and enhance the self-image, there will be an
increase in purchases and loyal customers for the brand. In
addition, in comparison to consumers with low SBC, those with
strong SBC utilize the brand primarily for self-expression, have
more favorable evaluations of the brand, and have higher
behavioral intentions. Conversely, consumers with low SBC tend
to have low motivation to express their true selves through the
brand and have a low attachment to the brand (Ferraro et al.
2013).

Consumers are increasingly cognizant of the issue of green-
washing, which is not truly sustainable, and are reluctant to
purchase greenwashing brands (Apaolaza et al. 2022). The more
consumers believe they are eco-friendly, the more likely they are
to perceive a sustainable brand as greenwashing and passionately
consume more environmentally sustainable brands. In other
words, consumers must establish a profound emotional bond
with the ESFB that reflects their eco-friendly beliefs and images.
Therefore, consumers who express their environmental identity
with environmentally sustainable brand (ESB) can be expected to
reinforce eco-friendly behavior. The following hypotheses can
be made:

Hypothesis (H6a). SBC moderates between EB and WOM
Hypothesis (H6b). SBC moderates between EN and WOM
Consumers utilize the brand’s symbolism to show off their

identity. Apaolaza et al. (2022) asserted that a sustainable brand
can increase purchase intention through conspicuousness when
perceived as useful. In other words, if the utility of revealing one’s
identity increases, the possibility of consumption behavior such as
WOM increases. Meanwhile, if ESFBs represent their identity, but
have a strong motivation to reveal that they are socially aware of
eco-friendliness, then it is likely to be used as a means of
conspicuousness. The following hypotheses can be made (Fig. 1):

Hypothesis (H6c). SBC moderates between FTC and WOM
Hypothesis (H6d). SBC moderates between SAC and WOM.

Methods
Sample and data collection. The survey focused on fashion
brands that prioritize environmental sustainability. First, the
concept of ESFBs was explained to university students in the
classroom, and brands were recommended to them. The process
of brand selection involved considering the definition of envir-
onmental sustainability, which we established as the “main-
tenance of natural capital.” In doing so, we assessed each brand
according to the information provided on their websites

Fig. 1 Research framework.
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regarding their corporate philosophy and manufacturing method.
Specifically, brands that promote recycling, reusing, and
reclaiming, such as utilizing recycled polyethylene terephthalate
yarn or repurposing discarded materials, were selected. To con-
firm whether the selected brand was suitable to be classified as an
ESFB, two professors and three doctoral students confirmed the
definition of ESFB and face validity. After checking the current
awareness of the selected brands using a preliminary survey of 28
graduate students, three brands were ultimately selected as ESFBs
in descending order of popularity: Patagonia (USA), Pleat Mama
(Korea), and Freitag (Switzerland). Considering Korea’s tendency
for other-oriented consumption, questionnaires were adminis-
tered to Korean individuals aged between 20 and 40 years (Park et
al., 2008). This demographic was considered suitable for exam-
ining tendencies toward conspicuous consumption of ESFBs. The
survey focused on the participants’ purchasing experiences or
intentions regarding Patagonia, Pleat Mama, and Freitag. The
online survey required participants to indicate whether they had
experience purchasing the brands in the past before proceeding to
the main question. If they had no prior purchase experience with
the brands in question, respondents were further asked regarding
their purchase intention toward the brands. Only those with high
scores proceeded to the main question. Furthermore, the survey
was restricted to respondents who recognized the three brands in
question as ESFBs. Data was collected through e-mail, facilitated
by an online survey company, which also motivated the partici-
pants with rewards. Out of the initial 260 respondents who
completed the questionnaire, 237 responses were considered
reliable after removing the inconsistent or unreliable responses.

Respondents’ characteristics. The demographics of the
237 sampled respondents are as follows: 17.7% were in their 20 s,
37.6% were in their 30 s, and 44.7% were in their 40 s. The
average age of 37.37 years was recorded. Of the respondents, 18.1
and 81.9% were men and women, respectively. Several previous
studies have exhibited gender effects on sustainable consumption,
indicating that women are more active than men (Bloodhart and
Swim, 2020; Kim, 2022b). As such, instead of following the
population ratio, it can be argued that the sample in this study is
representative of the market segment. Of the respondents, 90.7%
had a high level of educational background, with the majority
holding master’s degrees. The average monthly clothing expen-
ditures of the respondents were $50–100 (37.1%) and $100–200
(27.8%). Table 1 provides more details.

Measurement. In this study, the measurement tools used to
identify sustainable fashion WOM, such as belief, concern, and
conspicuousness, are as follows. EB scale and EN both consisted
of six questions, following Stern (2000). FTC was composed of
three items, as stated by Ki and Kim (2016). SAC was composed
of four items, following Grace and Griffin (2009), while WOM for
consumer brands was also four items, as described by Molinari et
al. (2008). Six items were in SBC, following van der Westhuizen
(2018). All items were measured utilizing a five-point Likert scale
(1= strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree). The final section
was composed of questions regarding demographic information
(Table 1).

Results
Measurement validity and reliability. Partial least squares
structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM), which is an efficient
method for predicting latent variables, minimizes estimation
errors. In contrast, AMOS-based SEM, which is covariance-based,
is more suitable for analyzing and testing theories in the social
sciences (Dash and Paul, 2021; Mia et al. 2019). Furthermore, the

basic assumption of AMOS entails a normal distribution with a
minimum sample size of 200 or more, and this is satisfied by this
study. Additionally, AMOS (CB-SEM) utilizes the maximum
likelihood estimation that is significant to the parameter esti-
mation (Stevens, 2009; Westfall and Henning, 2013). To verify
the reliability and validity of the measurement variables used
here, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis (Table 2). The
model exhibited an acceptable fit: GFI= 0.908; CFI= 0.969;
NFI= 0.928; RMR= 0.033; RMSEA= 0.055; χ2= 233.328
(df= 137); p < 0.000; normed χ2= 1.703. All the items in the
model were significant. To verify the convergence validity of the
measurement model, we confirmed the significance levels of the
average variance extracted (AVE), composite reliability (CR), and
factor loading (Hair et al., 2010). The factor loading of the
measurement variable was significant at the 1% level. The AVE
and CR values were 0.519–0.790 and 0.764–0.933, respectively;
these values are considered high. The Cronbach’s α, which
measures reliability, was more than 0.7; thus, internal consistency
was confirmed.

Discriminant validity was measured in this study using Fornell
and Larcker’s (1981) recommendations suggested. It refers to a
state in which researchers identify that each indicator of a
theoretical model differs statistically. It can be calculated by
comparing AVE with squared correlations. It is supported when
the AVE among each pair of constructs is greater than Φ2 (i.e.,
the squared correlation between two constructs) (Table 3).

Hyperthesis testing. To verify our hypotheses, we performed an
analysis of the covariance structure model. The results are illu-
strated in Fig. 1. The hypothesized structural model generated a
good fit (χ2= 106.982, df= 82, p= 0.033, Normed χ2= 1.305,
GFI= 0.945, CFI= 0.987, RMR= 0.029, TLI= 0.984,
RMSEA= 0.036). EB positively affected EC (β= 0.783, p < 0.000);
thus, H1 was supported. The structural model analysis indicated
that EB was not affected by WOM (β=−0.160, p= 0.223). Thus,
H2 is rejected. EC positively affected WOM (β= 0.265, p < 0.05);
thud, H3 is supported. FTC (β= 0.219, p < 0.01) and SAC
(β= 0.545, p < 0.001) positively affected WOM; thus, H4 and H5
are supported. The outcomes of the hypothesis testing are pre-
sented in Table 4.

Moderating effect of self-brand connection. The results of the
chi-square difference test between the unconstrained model and
the measurement weight model were Δχ2= 21.970, df= 13, and

Table 1 Characteristics and responses of the participants.

Variable N %

Sex
Male 43 18.1
Female 194 81.9
Age
20 s 42 17.7
30 s 89 37.6
40 s 106 44.7
Highest educational level
High school 22 9.3
Undergraduate 196 82.7
Graduate 19 8.0
Monthly clothing expenditure
Less than $50 36 15.2
$50–$100 88 37.1
$100–$200 66 27.8
$200–$300 37 15.6
More than $300 10 4.2
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p= 0.059. The non-significant change in model fit indicated that
the factor loadings were invariant between the two groups, con-
firming the full measurement-invariance model. For SBC with an
EB-WOM link, no significance was detected for the high (β=
-0.221, p= 0.240) and low (β=−0.174, p= 0.317) groups, and
no significant differences in path strength were detected by

SBC(Δχ2= 0.053, p > 0.05). The effect of EN on WOM was sig-
nificant for high (β= 0.406, p < 0.05) and low (β= 0.188,
p= 0.343) groups, while those with high EN(Δχ2= 5.049,
p < 0.05) were significantly stronger. For SBC with an FTC-WOM
link, no significance was detected for the high (β= 0.059,
p= 0.638) and low (β= 0.337, p < 0.01) groups, and no sig-
nificant differences in path strength were detected by
SBC(Δχ2= 3.170, p > 0.05).

The effect of SAC on WOM was significant for the high
(β= 0.691, p < 0.000) and low (β= 0.174, p= 0.121) groups,
while those with high SAC (Δχ2= 4.713, p < 0.05) were
significantly stronger. Thus, H6a and H6c were rejected, whereas
H6b and H6d were found to be moderate between EN/SAC and
WOM in this study (Table 5).

Discussion
As sustainability is perceived as a marketing strategy, green-
washing, many consumers are engaging in consumption behavior
toward true ESFBs. Previous studies on sustainable brands did
not focus on ESFB, which concentrates on “maintenance of
natural capital” such as fiber recycling and the use of recycled
fibers. Particularly, fashion products have a way of showing off as
symbolism; therefore, studies are focusing on sustainable fashion
brands. However, it is necessary to examine whether con-
spicuousness exists in ESFB. Our findings were as follows:

First, both conspicuous consumption, FTC and SAC, positively
impacted ESFB’s WOM. This is a remarkably interesting result,
inducing consumer behavior even more strongly than EB. Due to
greenwashing, consumers are more enthusiastic about ESFB than
sustainable brands. However, this also confirms that consumers
choose ESFB to show off as socially advanced and awakened
persons. Showing off as a person who is more aware of the
environment than others constitutes WOM. This was also chosen
by ESFB as a way to flaunt themselves, and it can be viewed in the
same context as the previous conspicuousness of charity. ESFB

Table 2 Results of the final measurement model.

Constructs/items Factor loading AVE CR α

Environmental beliefs
Purchasing eco-friendly products helps to fulfill my social responsibility 0.692 0.534 0.773 0.771
Using eco-friendly products prevents resource depletion 0.756
Helpful to solve environmental problems with little effort in environmental improvement 0.740
Environmental norms
Companies should reduce their emission even though they slow down their economic growth. 0.726 0.519 0.764 0.763
Sense of guilt about using eco-friendly products 0.692
Sense of personal obligation to buy eco-friendly products 0.743
Fashion trend conspicuousness
Fashionable styling is very important to me 0.783 0.717 0.884 0.881
One or more outfits of the new style 0.900
My wardrobe up-to-date with the changing fashions 0.854
Social-awaken conspicuousness
Buy sustainable products because it shows me something about my sustainable consumption 0.848 0.740 0.895 0.911
Wear/display sustainable brands, so people know I am a good person 0.888
I like to show people for my sustainable consumption 0.844
Sustainable brands because they make me look cool 0.814
Word of mouth
Due to its environmental image, this sustainable product is highly recommended by others 0.884 0.790 0.883 0.882
Due to its environmental functionality, this green product is positively recommended by others 0.894
Self-brand connection
The brand of this sustainable product reflects who I am 0.894 0.776 0.933 0.933
I can identify with the brand of these sustainable products 0.912
I can use the brand of these sustainable products to communicate who I am to other people 0.851
I consider the brand of this sustainable product to be ‘me’ 0.865

Note(s): χ2= 233.328 (df= 137), p < 0.000,
RMSEA= 0.055, NFI= 0.928, CFI= 0.969, GFI= 0.908, RMR= 0.033.

Table 3 Correlations and square roots of the average
extracted variances.

Constructs EB EN FTC SAC WOM SBC

EB (0.534)
EN 0.349 (0.519)
FTC 0.032 0.017 (0.717)
SAC 0.094 0.071 0.476 (0.740)
WOM 0.067 0.094 0.354 0.508 (0.790)
SBC 0.074 0.078 0.305 0.513 0.456 (0.776)

Note(s): () is each AVE value. EB environmental belief, EN environmental norms, FTC fashion
trend conspicuousness, SAC social-awaken conspicuousness, WOM word of mouth, SBC self-
brand connection.

Table 4 Results of testing the proposed paths.

Hypothesis Path Standardized
coefficient

t-Value Result

H1 EB→EN 0.783 8.040*** Accepted
H2 EB→WOM −0.160 −1.218 Rejected
H3 EN→WOM 0.265 2.015* Accepted
H4 FTC→WOM 0.219 2.672** Accepted
H5 SAC→WOM 0.545 6.097*** Accepted

Note(s): *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
EB environmental belief, EN environmental norms, FTC fashion trend conspicuousness, SAC
social-awaken conspicuousness, WOM word of mouth, BC self-brand connection.
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was also discovered to possess an inherent fashion attribute, in
addition to the FTC. This is believed to be because ESFBs possess
fashion characteristics. Because of the presence of visibility and
symbolism, which are the characteristics of fashion, wearing an
ESFB can convey the symbol and value of those brands to the
observer. This phenomenon is consistent with previous sustain-
able fashion research (Apaolaza et al. 2022; Cervellon and
Shammas, 2013; Hammad et al. 2019). In other words, consumers
can show off themselves as socially awakened beings by wearing
an EFSB and as trailblazers in fashion trends. Therefore, it will be
necessary for a sustainable fashion company to not only put an
emphasis on sustainability but also endeavor to reflect the latest
fashion trends. Furthermore, brands’ self-image conspicuousness
requirements must be met.

Second, it was established that EB had no direct effect as a
factor that influenced ESFB’s WOM. This result contradicts the
finding that EB directly affects pro-environmental behavior (Li
et al. 2021; Nguyen & Le, 2020). However, in addition to the
relationship between EN and EB, as proposed by Stern et al.
(1999) and Stern (2000) in their VBN theory, ESBN further
validates the indirect effect that EB causes behavior through EN.
It also supports the goal-framing theory, which posits that nor-
mative goals further enhance pro-environmental behavior (Lin-
denberg and Steg, 2007). Because EN is the only way to act eco-
friendly, it can be confirmed that consumers should focus more
on EN rather than EB, notwithstanding the quality of ESFB.

Third, it was discovered that the strength of WOM increased
with the degree of ESFB consistency and only moderated in EN
and SAC. EN was a norm that was influenced by surroundings.
When engaging in WOM communication by EN companies,
consumers who strongly identify with eco-friendly values are
more likely to participate in WOM actively. This can reveal
through ESFB that they follow the norms well; thus, these actions
were a means of showing one’s compliance with the norms.
Through the ESFB identity, they increasingly demonstrated their
commitment to eco-friendly norms.

In addition, fashion brands hold symbolic value, and higher
FTC is associated with increased WOM, indicating that these
brands are often used to express one’s identity. Fashion leaders
who aim to showcase their fashion-forward image tend to pur-
chase brands that align with their innovative fashion identity.
This is why they prefer high-end fashion brands. However, within
the framework of ESFBs, this research failed to identify any sig-
nificant moderating effect between FTC and SBC. Although not
statistically significant, individuals with low SBC exhibited a
greater intensity of WOM. This finding contradicts previous
studies (Apaolaza et al. 2022; Hammad et al. 2019), which sug-
gested that WOM is stronger among individuals with higher
fashion conspicuousness who want to showcase their identity.

True sustainability is the identity associated with ESFBs. The
finding that WOM is stronger among individuals who do not
want to emphasize their eco-friendliness can be attributed to their
desire to showcase fashion trends rather than the brand’s eco-
friendliness.

This study has several academic and practical implications. First,
it expands the existing research on ESFBs by examining their
WOM marketing and the conspicuousness associated with con-
sumers buying them. Although prior studies on sustainable fashion
focus solely on sustainability aspects, this study acknowledges the
existence of FTC and SBC as well. In future research, incorporating
consumers’ FTC and SBC into the research model can enhance its
explanatory power and provide a comprehensive understanding of
ESFBs. Second, fashion trends must be reflected in ESFBs as well.
Sustainable fashion research focuses on exploring consumer per-
ceptions of sustainability and marketing strategies. However, as
demonstrated by this study, ESFBs are still fashion brands; there-
fore, they appeal to consumers by staying updated with the latest
trends.When consumer interest in sustainability is high, it becomes
crucial to develop merchandising strategies that incorporate sus-
tainability while simultaneously attending to the latest fashion
trends. Thus, ESFBs necessarily consider prevailing trends as well.
Third, this study also emphasizes the necessity of incorporating
true environmental sustainability into consumer education. For
example, a curriculum or training program aimed at identifying
authentic ESFBs, as opposed to those that simply engage in
greenwashing, will assist consumers in making informed judg-
ments. Ultimately, this will benefit the environment by discoura-
ging companies from engaging in greenwashing by increasing
consumer awareness. Fourth, this study highlights the influence of
SBC on ESFBs. Although philanthropy has been extensively stu-
died, the significance of SBC in the context of ESFBs cannot be
overlooked. Companies that focus on ESFBs must consider their
role in society and strategically utilize SBC, making it more than
just a fashion or environmental strategy. Fifth, this study proposes
that individuals who are more sensitive to the attention of others
are more likely to engage in WOM marketing for ESFBs, with
consequences for companies. Moreover, advertising campaigns
that capitalize on the identity of individuals who have a strong
connection to ESFBs have the potential to exert an effective
influence. Lastly, companies that actively pursue social and eco-
nomic sustainability, rather than environmental sustainability, can
prevent consumers’ misunderstanding of greenwashing, especially
if they actively implement other sustainability marketing strategies
instead of emphasizing ambiguous environmental aspects. In
addition, conspicuous consumption promotes social sustainability;
therefore, it must be utilized.

This study has a few limitations and provides suggestions for
future research. First, an insufficient amount of exploration was
conducted on ESFBs. Conducting quantitative research to
understand consumer rationale behind the definition of ESFBs
and perceptions could provide valuable insights. Therefore,
qualitative studies that explore various aspects of conspicuousness
related to ESFBs may yield more comprehensive and explanatory
results.

Second, to measure SBC, we relied on a simple connection with
eco-friendly brands. This may have led to contrasting results
when considering fashion-related variables as moderators. Future
research could consider refining the measurement of SBC by
incorporating more comprehensive and nuanced indicators.
Additionally, utilizing qualitative research methods, such as
phenomenological studies, could provide a more in-depth
exploration of consumer conspicuousness, leading to a broader
and more intriguing range of findings concerning ESFBs. This
approach may reveal a positive relationship between SBC and
fashion-related variables.

Table 5 Comparison of multi-group SEM analysis between
two SBC groups.

Path Std. Estimate χ2 Δχ2 df

Low High

Measurement
weights

188.869 164

EB→WOM −0.174 −0.221 188.922 0.053 165
EN→WOM 0.188 0.406* 193.918 5.049* 165
FTC→WOM 0.337** 0.059 192.039 3.170 165
SAC→WOM 0.174 0.691*** 193.582 4.713* 165

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001;
EB environmental belief, FTC fashion trend conspicuousness, SAC social-awaken
conspicuousness, WOM word of mouth, SBC self-brand connection.
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Lastly, due to the specific target population of the survey, the
generalizability of the findings is limited. The results may have
been influenced by the collectivist nature of the surveyed popu-
lation, which tends to pay more attention to their surroundings.
However, it is crucial to consider that ESFBs are also growing in
individualistic cultures in the West. Therefore, future studies
should investigate potential differences in conspicuousness rela-
ted to ESFBs among culturally distinct groups, thereby providing
insights into cross-cultural variations in the phenomenon.

Conclusions
This study highlights the importance of fashion companies
recognizing the evolving consumer perceptions of sustainable
consumption due to the prevalence of greenwashing marketing. It
is crucial for ESBs to understand that they possess both fashion
and conspicuous attributes. Therefore, these brands should
incorporate these attributes into their fashion products. Specifi-
cally, they should ensure that their products reflect not only the
latest fashion trends but also align with consumers’ desire for self-
image conspicuousness. Consequently, even as ESBs, companies
should not overlook the significance of incorporating the latest
trends into their products. By launching products that integrate
the pursuit of sustainability with the latest trends, these compa-
nies have the potential to build customer brand loyalty.

Data availability
The datasets generated and/or analyzed during the current study
are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable
request.
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