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Abstract 

 

Purpose: To identify how young women of generation Y define what apparel quality means 

for them based on their personal wardrobe content by further considering their knowledge in 

the field and values in their upbringing. 

Methodology: The research was conducted through nine semi-structured face to face 

interviews with young women. The interviews took place in the respondents’ homes as their 

wardrobe content was required for the purpose of the study. 

Empirical data: The data was collected through a purposive sampling of Gothenburg-based 

young women using a recruitment instrument with specific respondent criteria.  

Conclusion: The findings of this study support various aspects of existing literature on 

consumers’ quality definition and assessment, however, also highlights the importance of 

experience with garments as a quality indicator when there is a knowledge gap about garment 

construction. In accordance with that, durability was the most important quality indicator of 

wardrobe items, while fabric blend and sensory feel were most useful when assessing quality 

before purchase. Respondents based their knowledge primarily on own experiences and 

information gained through media and their mothers as main socialization agents. The 

relevance of sustainability in quality assessments had previously not been investigated but 

was revealed in this study. 
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1 Introduction 
 

“If we can show that a world without quality functions abnormally, then we have shown that 

quality exists, whether it is defined or not” - Robert Pirsig (1974) 

 

This ‘world without quality’ mentioned by Robert Pirsig seems to be a main characteristic of 

today’s fashion industry and was a main driver for us when deciding to investigate further into 

the issue. A first look into the causes of a decrease in quality over the years revealed: While 

quality-oriented ‘small batch production’ companies still exist, mass production and thus fast 

fashion retailers have accelerated. With new purchasing opportunities customer demands shift 

accordingly. While fashionability and trendiness are highly valued, quality and its relevance 

seem to be underestimated. The extreme increase in consumption pace has led to severe 

environmental problems. As a fact, the absence of quality in a materialistic industry has 

already shown its impact; economically, socially and in particular ecologically. 

Overproduction, overconsumption, quickly worn-out fashion fads and ultimately, mountains 

of textile and apparel waste - the fashion industry, while fascinating with its development 

pace and ability to change rapidly, also faces a lot of issues that often can be related to the cut 

in quality. This study investigates this phenomenon in greater detail, trying to understand how 

todays’ consumer understands apparel quality. To begin with, causes of the quality issue can 

be considered from two background perspectives, the businesses’ and the consumers’: 

 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Business Perspective on Quality Issues   

The apparel industry revolves around pace, speeding up production and sales as well as fast 

consumption and quick disposal. While decades ago designing, manufacturing and 

transporting of garments took months, nowadays new styles are sold in shops straight from 

the runway within two weeks (Banz, 2015). Fashion weeks and runway shows still emphasize 

the industry’s two-season approach - Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter. In reality, 

however, over the past years this has been replaced by the introduction of more and more 

collections, particularly by retail giants. Starting with three to five additional seasons 

throughout the 1990’s (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010), today some speedy high street retailers 

introduce 52 so-called “micro seasons” - communicating new trends and “must haves” every 
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week (Whitehead, 2014). With this speed, nowadays in most clothing brands apparel has little 

to do with craftsmanship and quality production anymore. As Abraham-Murali and Littrell 

(1995) stated not too long ago, “Quality is a concern of companies as they strive to remain 

competitive in the 1990s”. What used to be a competitive advantage not long ago is not the 

focus for most fashion brands anymore. The industry is to a great extent characterized by 

mass-production of mainstream apparel, by globalization, by quick wear-out, the shortening 

of product lifetimes (Banz, 2015) as well as by low prices and small markups made possible 

through the sales of large amounts (Whitehead, 2014).  

 

While only 20 years ago, fashion forecasters started their work months before commencing 

production, today trends are perceived as expired within days. The changes in consumer 

lifestyles, new industry dynamics and accelerated demand force retailers to decrease prices 

and increase pace. Selling quantity over quality is the success strategy that enables brands to 

remain competitive and even more, to survive (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst, 2010). With many 

retailers focusing on trends and fashionability, quality production often falls by the wayside 

and changes the nature of apparel which makes it impossible for many garments to last and 

become a durable piece that can be inherited. Thanks to facilitated availability of fashion 

garments today, garments turn into rather quickly and easily exchangeable consumer goods.  

 

1.1.2 Consumer Perspective on Quality Issues 

While the durability of fast fashion and the issues in both social and ecological sustainability 

of the apparel industry have developed into a constant subject of discussion for both industry 

and consumers, the craving for novelty still seems to get consumers excited about the act of 

purchasing and browsing stores on- and offline. Nowadays, understanding this excitement 

about items that are much more than simply functional clothing is the key to comprehend 

many contemporary consumer groups. Today, “fashion” is not simply a synonym for apparel 

clothing; much more, it is a terminology that represents the speed in demand of consumers. 

As Kawamura (2005) argues, in today’s fashion industry a distinction has to be made between 

the concepts of “clothing” and that of “fashion” (p.7). While one represents what we wear on 

our body, the latter is much more a term for constant desire for the new and continuous 

product exchange. However, how and where is quality placed when considering clothing as 

fashion today? As the distinction between clothing and fashion is blurred in consumers’ eyes, 

the definition of quality seems to be blurred as well. Consumers’ understanding of “quality” 
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seems to have switched from generation to generation; and moved from durable and timeless 

handcraft that focused on material superiority, to a focus on fashionability and up-to-date 

looks; a finding that is supported by more recent studies on quality perceptions of female 

generation Y (e.g. Swinker & Hines, 2006; Pujara & Chaurasia, 2011).  

 

This shift in product values is also seen in generation Y’s consumption behaviour: As both 

Kawamura (2005) and Ekström et al. (2015) explain, for many young consumers clothing is 

more than just material that fulfils functional needs. The absence of a “need” to buy makes 

other purchasing drivers as indulgence, symbolic meanings and social identity creation more 

prevalent (Yuille, 2015).  In the sense of symbolic meaning, McCracken’s (1986) theory of 

meaning creation is widely used in many researches. According to his theory, cultural 

meanings that are created in a phenomenal world moves first to consumer goods and are then 

transferred to individual consumers. The meanings that are attached to products differ from 

individual to individual as well as from generation to generation.  

 

“We have a whole generation of consumers who know nothing other than low prices and 

trendy of-the-minute clothing” states Elizabeth Cline, author of “Overdressed: The Shocking 

High Costs of Cheap Fashion” (Milnes, 2015). Kawamura (2005) argues that, for clothing to 

be desirable and recognizable by today’s consumer, it has to be accepted as “fashion”. But is 

that it?  

 

Ekström et al. (2015) found that values in clothing depend greatly on the generation and their 

upbringing. For generation Swing, for example, clothing has other values than being “in 

fashion”. This consumer group grew up when clothes were recycled, reused, repaired; when 

clothes had a much more practical purpose than expressing identity and were still inherited to 

later generations. Durability, therefore, played a crucial role in the assessment of quality. 

Consumers’ perception of quality in apparel seems to have shifted with a decrease in 

knowledge about apparel construction and increase in symbolic consumption. As Yuille 

(2015) states, consumers do have a great interest in garment details, however, lack expertise 

and insight into the construction of such. This, as further stated, leads to consumers’ 

“overriding willingness for the aesthetic to be perfect; [that] is prevalent over the item having 

the ability to last for a long time” which naturally results in “the mass- market customer 

seeing the aesthetic level of the garment as the most important factor”.  
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Furthermore, with new trends recognized every day thanks to new media and styles that “wear 

out” within weeks, sustainability becomes a subject of interest. In Sweden, the vast amount of 

thrown-away apparel by now adds up to 8kg of clothing waste per consumer every year 

(Carlsson, 2011). Considering how clothes are made to fall apart within one wash and re-

purchased quickly (Whitehead, 2014) this does not come as a surprise. Quality, hence, is also 

a major concern for the sustainable development of the second most polluting industry after 

oil (EcoWatch, 2015). Even though today’s young consumers are exposed to the issues of 

‘sustainability’ regularly and do show an increasing interest in it, they are not necessarily 

encouraged to actively engage in sustainable consumption. One explanation might be that, 

while there are eco-conscious young consumers among generation Y, a large number does not 

have enough knowledge and interest to involve environmental and social concerns in their 

purchasing decisions, as Hill and Lee (2012) claim. 

 

1.2 State of the Art 

In the past, a variety of studies were conducted that measured, tested, investigated and 

analyzed consumers’ perception and definition of apparel quality in different settings, with 

different focuses and purposes. Many of these studies either categorized cues for quality such 

as appearance and performance (e.g. O’Neal, 1988; Lennon & Fairhurst, 1994; Hines & 

O’Neal, 1995) or tested previously encountered cues that consumers based their quality 

assessment on (e.g. Gitimu et al., 2013). Some studies included differences in women’s and 

men’s perceived quality (e.g. Pujara & Chaurasia, 2011; Gitimu et al., 2013), agreeing that 

women make use of more quality cues than men do. In addition, studies were conducted 

testing differences in perceived quality of different retail concepts, from high-end department 

stores to discount retailers (e.g. Morganosky, 1990) or in actual quality assessed by the 

researchers (e.g. Fowler & Clodfelter, 2001; Norum & Clark, 1989). Another study 

investigated the effect of different country of origins on the quality perception (e.g. Peterson, 

2009). 

 

Table 1: Overview of most relevant studies on consumer quality assessment 

Author(s) Approach The research Key findings 

Lennon & Fairhurst, 

1994 

Quantitative Content analysis, textual 

description of apparel and 

blouse quality, 202 women 

Aesthetics, performance, usefulness and brands as the most 

relevant cues. Quality cues are more versatile when described 

on a specific item. 
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Abraham-Murali & 

Littrell, 1995 

Quantitative Comparative study of 300 

female consumers’ quality 

perception of their 

purchased dresses just after 

purchase and after 6 weeks 

Just after purchase: construction of the dress, style, value for 

money, service and care effort. After six weeks: performance, 

service and selection became more relevant.  

Hines & O’Neal, 1995 Qualitative Content analysis of 25 in-

depth interviews with 

female consumers with 

three blazers as stimuli 

Fabric was most relevant and first criteria for quality 

assessment, which was linked to various specific as well as 

more abstract attributes, from social and economic to aesthetic 

reasons. 

Forsythe et al., 1996 Quantitative Study with 122 adult male 

and female shoppers 

evaluating men’s shirts  

Most used criteria for perceived quality were sturdiness (in 

terms of garment construction), style and aesthetics, and long-

lastingness (in terms of care and longevity). Style and 

aesthetics as well as sturdiness were most valid in predicting 

quality perception. 

Swinker & Hines, 

2001 

Quantitative Comparative study on how 

students rank the relevance 

of quality cues before and 

after a course on apparel 

quality assessment 

Intrinsic cues were ranked much higher before the course than 

after the education. Extrinsic and aesthetic cues were rated 

lower before the course. The relevance of performance. cues 

remained the same.  

Swinker & Hines, 

2006 

Quantitative Questionnaire study among 

146 students based on 

quality cues revealed in 

previous studies  

Respondents made use of mostly informational cues, labeled 

as intrinsic, extrinsic, performance and appearance (75%) as 

well as cues based on their expectations (36%).  

Kim, 2010 Qualitative + 

Quantitative 

Focus group interviews and 

questionnaire among 300 

college students 

Focus groups: Intrinsic cues more relevant than extrinsic. 

Three categories most relevant: Durability and performance, 

Garment construction and Materials and fabric 

Questionnaires: Most used cue categories: Construction and 

Materials, Style and Design and Durability and Performance 

Pujara & Chaurasia, 

2011 

Quantitative Questionnaire among 115 

Indian university students 

based on extrinsic and 

intrinsic cues found in 

previous literature 

Most important intrinsic cues: Aesthetics (style and 

trendiness). Most important extrinsic cues: Brand and price. 

Further found evidence that demographics influence 

importance assigned to cues.  

Gitimu et al., 2013 Quantitative Questionnaire study among 

309 university students 

(male and female) to assess 

apparel cues  

Results showed that fashion involvement, fashion leadership 

and the gender influenced the relevance of cues and how 

apparel quality is assessed by consumers 

Yuille, 2015 Qualitative Observation and interview 

study among 15 generation 

Y female fast fashion 

shoppers assessing quality 

of 21 dresses 

Results showed that this consumer group have a very 

personalized interpretation of quality and they see a relation 

between durability and quality 
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One aspect the majority of these studies have in common is the investigation of four main 

categories of cues: Intrinsic (e.g. construction and material), extrinsic (e.g. brand name) and 

appearance and performance cues all of which were classified by Swinker and Hines (2006). 

Notable here is that intrinsic and particularly appearance cues seem to be most associated with 

apparel quality (e.g. Lennon & Fairhurst, 1994; Forsythe et al., 1996; Kim, 2010; Pujara & 

Charasia, 2011). Very few studies, however, provided a specimen to assess quality on (e.g. 

Hines & O’Neal, 1995). Hardly any evaluated quality based on personal apparel products. For 

example, while some researchers analyzed quality objectively on real products based on 

factual information as the seam quality (e.g. Forsythe et al., 1996; Yuille, 2015), only very 

few considered users’ assessment of quality after experiencing the product as part of their 

wardrobe (e.g. Abraham & Littrell, 1995). In other words, previous studies are deprived of 

quality evaluation at a more personal level. In this vein, this study aims to contribute and fill 

the gap of experience-based quality assessment through allowing consumers to base their 

evaluation on their own garments.  

 

1.3 Significance of the Study / Research Gap 

A large number of previously conducted studies focused on young consumers, choosing 

participants from certain colleges or universities. However, as many studies were conducted 

in the 1980s, 90s and early 2000’s, their findings could not be related to the current generation 

Y.  This study, in contrast, will be able to focus on the younger members of generation Y, 

born ‘87 - ‘94 (age 22-30).  

 

Furthermore, all of the reviewed studies were conducted in the U.S. (e.g. Lennon & Fairhurst, 

1994; Swinker & Hines, 2006; Kim, 2010) or India (Pujara & Chaurasia, 2011). No study 

with focus on the European market could be found. However, national cultural values seem to 

be highly influential in the assessment and meaning creation of quality. For instance in Japan, 

in contrast to US studies, generation Y consumer associates perceived quality with uniqueness 

(Sullivan et al., 2012). 

 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, previous investigation of perceived apparel quality was based 

on mostly abstract settings where researchers asked respondents to assess quality cues without 

a specimen (e.g. Swinker & Hines, 2006) or based on a not familiar product (e.g. Hines & 

O’Neal, 1995). While these studies give great insight into cognitive structures of consumers 
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when assessing apparel quality, they lack the insight into consumers’ individual sense-making 

and the past experiences with the garment that serve as one major contribution to the 

formation of any perception (DeLong, 1998). To get more accurate results, researchers 

suggest a hands-on method over an abstract evaluation of garment quality. (e.g. Lennon & 

Fairhurst, 1994; Forsythe et al., 1996). That is why, this study re-investigates previously 

derived quality cues while leaving space for consumers to involve more personal factors that 

stem out of their experience with their clothes. In other words, it allows for the inclusion of 

more multidimensional cues in their assessment. 

 

1.4 Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to identify how young women of generation Y define what 

apparel quality means for them based on their personal wardrobe content by further 

considering their knowledge in the field and values in their upbringing. 

 

1.5 Research Questions 

In accordance with the purpose of this study, we formulated three main research questions 

that led the research process from beginning to the end.  

 

Central research question 1: What are the most relevant cues for respondents when 

assessing apparel quality? 

The first main research question investigated which cues respondents use in their general 

description of apparel quality and then based on their wardrobe content with the purpose to 

understand the relevance of experience with garments, as suggested by the literature (DeLong, 

1998; Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 1995). Besides quality pieces, in this question we 

considered favorite items of respondents with the purpose to reveal the relevance of quality in 

these pieces. 

 

Central research question 2: What sources of information do respondents make use of when 

assessing quality? 

The second main research question explored what sources of formal and informal education 

respondents use in their process of gathering knowledge to assess apparel quality as well as 

the role of experience in this process, as suggested by DeLong (1998). Furthermore, the 
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socialization was considered as a source of knowledge (e.g. Moschis & Moore, 1978; 

Ekström et al., 2015) and examined to also reveal the differences between generations, if any. 

 

Central research question 3: To what extent does quality carry an extra value for 

respondents? 

The last main research question was built on the extra values that quality items may carry for 

respondents as part of their symbolic meaning as suggested by the literature review (e.g. 

Banister & Hogg, 2004). Furthermore, considering the connection between quality and 

durability (e.g. Kim, 2010) as well as that between sustainability and durability (Hill & Lee, 

2012), the sustainability of a garment as extra value was examined. 

 

1.6 Research Delimitations 

With the purpose of the study in mind, we deliberately aimed for providing an in-depth 

insight into how young women create their personal understanding of apparel quality. 

Therefore, this study naturally does not aim to generalize findings to an entire population. 

Further, the study intentionally focused on female consumers as this consumer group is 

considered to be the most strongly related to the issue of overconsumption which, as 

introduced earlier, is a main driver of quality issues in the textile industry. In addition, 

females were found to generally make use of more multidimensional cues in quality 

assessment (Gitimu et al., 2013), which was important for the in-depth understanding of 

consumers’ sense-making. Also, their strong connection to materialism with a high fashion 

consciousness (Giovannini et al., 2015) is expected to be most informative in answering the 

research questions. Lastly, in order for us to be able to visit and inspect respondents’ homes 

and their wardrobes within this short timeframe the study was limited to the city of 

Gothenburg. 

 

2 Literature Review 

Key concepts are defined as foundation points of the literature review to be able answer the 

research questions with the right focus. All concepts are discussed in more detail later on.  

 

Generation Y: As this study is based on generation Y consumers, the use of existing 

literature on the generation Y aims to provide insight into what kind of consumers they are in 
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terms of consumption values, purchasing behavior and interpretation of environmental and 

social issues in clothing. Also, understanding how generation Y acquires knowledge, in 

general, will contribute to understand what this consumer group bases their evaluation of 

quality on. The concept also aims to explore in what ways generation Y differ in comparison 

to previous generations through going into socialization theories.  

 

Quality cues: As introduced earlier, a variety of studies were conducted that investigated 

both how consumers define quality based on various indicators, or ‘cues’. These were also 

tested in multiple studies. The differentiation between intrinsic cues that are directly related to 

the product and extrinsic cues that are detachable from the item is of particular interest. 

 

Perception creation: A differentiation in this study is made paying particular attention to 

quality definitions and interpretations after the use of garments. Users’ perception of a 

garment is significantly influenced by their ability to sense it, their experience with it and the 

formal and informal knowledge they gather over time; concepts that were not considered in 

similar studies yet.  

 

Meaning creation: As the structure of the society changes by the time due to socialization, 

consumers’ consumption motives and values are changing as well. To understand the 

changing of values, it is needed to research deep into what meanings a tangible product can 

create for its user. In this study, including meaning creation as a part of literature review aims 

to comprehend how consumers identify their apparel and what meanings they attach to 

quality. Their interpretation is considered as effectual in their evaluation of quality.  

 

A general look into the term ‘quality’ 

Before starting an insight into generation Y consumers’ interpretation of quality, it is 

important to consider the basic terminology of the term. It reveals a variety of definitions: The 

Oxford dictionary describes quality as “The standard of something as measured against other 

things of a similar kind” and “The degree of excellence of something” 

(Oxforddictionaries.com, 2017). In the world of business and production, it represents “a 

measure of excellence or a state free from defects, deficiencies and significant variations” 

(Businessdictionary.com, 2017).  
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All these general definitions imply the absence of flaws and defaults; however, depending on 

the industry, the object in focus and the individuals, the definition of quality can vary. 

According to Garvin (1987), for example, quality incorporates eight dimensions: 

Performance, features, reliability, conformance, durability, serviceability, aesthetics and 

finally, perceived quality by the user (pp. 103-107). The latter, which is of particular interest 

for this study, is created by the user of the object through the use of not only tangible, but also 

intangible cues. Incorporating “perceived quality” as a direct feature of quality in general 

highlights the subjectivity of the term. As Bubonia (2014) explains: “Perceived quality is the 

consumer’s opinion of the level of superiority of a product based on brand reputation, value 

and the ability of the product to meet the expectations of the wearer“ (p.9). Furthermore, 

Rayman et al. (2011) mentioned similar, yet more textile-specific measurements of garment 

quality: Garment care, durability, colorfastness, fabric construction, trimmings, workmanship, 

fit and aesthetic appeal (p.69) - many of which are commonly used cues by consumers to 

describe their perceived quality of a product.  

 

In a nutshell, quality definitions and meanings of quality are manifold, and no one global 

definition exists. How the term is understood depends on the industry, the business and the 

individual. The use, the importance and the prioritization of certain cues depend on the person 

assessing the object and her/his very own, personal meaning of the term “quality.”   

 

2.1 Generation Y  

Generation Y (Gen Y in the following) consumers, who were born between 1977 and 1994 

(Morton, 2002; Ma & Niehm, 2006; Sullivan & Heitmeyer, 2008; Giovannini et al., 2015), 

consists of approximately 81 million people which corresponds to 28 percent of the world’s 

population (Ma & Niehm, 2006). They are also known as Millennials, Echo Boomers or I 

generation (Schofield & Honoré, 2010; Wiedmann et al., 2014). 

 

2.1.1 Generation Y’s Purchase Behavior 

 

“Gen Y appears to be a “notoriously fickle” consumer group, demanding the latest trends in 

record time.” - Linda P. Morton (2002) 
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The quote by Morton (2002) highlights the changing values in the purchasing behavior of 

today’s young generations from more loyal customers to open-minded and versatile shoppers. 

Many researchers agree that Gen Y consumers are highly materialistic, brand conscious and 

consume for status indication (Sullivan et al., 2012; Loroz & Helgeson, 2013; Giovannini et 

al., 2015) rather than a real need. Their drivers for consumption tend to be identity-driven, 

directed by hedonism, symbolism and the need to push the own self-esteem and desired social 

image (Yuille, 2015). As a consequence, Sullivan and Heitmeyer (2008) claim that Gen Y 

consumers consider shopping as an entertaining activity. With this brand-consciousness in 

mind, this generation considers purchasing luxury products as access to high quality, 

exclusiveness and good taste (Giovannini et al., 2015). This shows there is a direct connection 

between luxury and quality in consumers’ eyes. In the same vein, as celebrities and their 

lifestyles are perceived as wealthy and luxurious, Morton (2002) mentions that the celebrity 

styles influence young consumer group within Gen Y.  

 

Also, consumers’ desire to create images through fashion illustrates the high self-monitoring 

behavior of Gen Y (Giovannini et al., 2015). Solomon et al. (2013) describe high self-

monitors as consumers who prioritize the brand of a product and the perception of brand by 

their social environment over the product features itself. The researchers consider high self-

monitors as consumers with high self-esteem. Gen Y consumers with high self-esteem tend to 

be brand conscious (Giovannini et al., 2015). According to Sirgy (1982) self-esteem refers to 

people's evaluation of themselves in a society and their social acceptance which has an 

influence on consumer decision making. Giovannini et al. (2015) found out that Gen Y 

consumers with high self-esteem display brand conscious behavior in their decision making 

process.  

 

Further, Wiedmann et al. (2014) claim that Gen Y consumers are self-sufficient and have high 

levels of education. In other words, they can supply their needs and get deeper knowledge in 

any field that they are interested in. The authors also claim that a strong purchasing power 

characterizes this consumer group. They tend to spend a large part of their discretionary 

money to purchase apparel (Morton, 2002; Sullivan et al., 2012). Compared to other family 

members as, for example, their Gen X parents, Gen Y spends the highest amount of money 

and display a free and quick spending attitude as they like the act of shopping (Ma & Niehm, 

2006). Gen Y consumers are willing to spend money on the products that they want to own 

without thinking whether they need it. Much more, it is all about social acceptance 
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(Giovannini et al., 2015). Furthermore, according to Giovannini et al. (2015), Gen Y 

consumers are high public self-conscious consumers. The public self-consciousness refers to 

one’s concern about how one is perceived by its social surroundings (Fenigstein et al., 1975) 

which has a direct impact on one’s brand consciousness (Giovannini et al., 2015). Gen Y 

consumers are concerned about their image in society; how their social surroundings perceive 

them. It is important for these consumers to create a popular social image which is why they 

often are considered to be trendsetters (Lazarevic, 2012). In contrast, Giovannini et al. (2015) 

claim that previous generations were not as brand conscious or public self-conscious.  

 

“About one-third of Gen Y females are recreational quality seekers with the traits of 

recreational/hedonistic, perfectionism and brand consciousness.” - Pauline Sullivan and 

Jeanne Heitmeyer (2008) 

 

Along with other researchers (Sullivan et al., 2012; Loroz & Helgeson, 2013; Giovannini et 

al., 2015), Morton (2002) defines the Gen Y consumer group as fashion and brand conscious 

consumers. According to her, the Gen Y cohort values brands that have core identity and offer 

products for consumers to express their lifestyles more than just creating an appearance. This 

brand-consciousness relates to how Gen Y consumers create and attach meanings to consumer 

goods which will further be mentioned in the literature review in detail (see 2.2 Meaning 

Creation). Morton (2002) further suggests that in brand advertisements, Gen Y seeks for 

product information based on real settings and care about fun and lifestyle factors rather than 

product specifications. Gen Y females’ attitude of shopping for fun is much higher than 

males’, and their involvement in apparel fashion is greater compared to men (Sullivan et al., 

2012).  

 

Wiedmann et al. (2014) conclude that Gen Y consumers are more brand- and consumption-

oriented compared to Gen X consumers, born 1965-1976 (Zickuhr, 2011), whose primary 

focus in consumption is the value for money and quality of the product. Also, the study 

reports that fun and pleasure are consumption drivers for Gen Y, while Gen X consumers seek 

for value and quality.  

 



 

- 13 - 

2.1.2 Generation Y and Learning 

Schofield and Honoré (2010) researched how Gen Y (considered who born after 1981 in the 

study) learns and what skills or knowledge is missing among this age group. As discussed in 

detail later on, education and knowledge have a great impact on how individuals perceive the 

world around them (DeLong, 1998). How this age group learns and creates knowledge is 

therefore particularly interesting for this study to comprehend their meaning-creation and 

quality perception. Also, Schofield and Honoré (2010) claim that Gen Y cohort is visual 

learner. This claim is supported by Lazarevic (2012) who states that these consumers’ 

attention to brand advertisements is attracted by visual messages, which is why advertising 

has a high impact on Gen Y’s perception of quality. 

 

Due to the fact that since the world is surrounded by technology, the technological 

improvements apply to the apparel retail industry as well. The retailers are extending their 

shopping channels which include web shops and social platforms. This change in purchase 

behavior and the decreased opportunity to touch and feel a product might change consumers’ 

ability to judge quality. Schofield and Honoré (2010) also mention that Gen Y is an 

interactive generation who values networking and thus displays collaborative learning in their 

actions. There are several studies where it has been stated that thanks to technological 

improvements, Gen Y use a networking approach in their fashion consumption (Lazarevic, 

2012; Sullivan et al., 2012). In a not so current article by Morton (2002), it is claimed that 

even though the internet was widely used during the upbringing of Gen Y, the internet is not 

the primary source used by Gen Y consumers to seek information. Lazarevic (2012) states 

that Gen Y consumers live connected to social media platforms more than any other 

generation and through that share brand experiences with each other. In another recent study, 

Sullivan et al. (2012) claim that Gen Y is highly connected to media and they share their 

opinions and experiences about brands worldwide via social networks. As opposed to 

Morton’s (2002) statement about the internet not being the primary source for Gen Y to seek 

information, Sullivan et al. (2012) argue that Gen Y uses the web to find/share information 

and purchase fashion products. This change in attaining and sharing knowledge and creating 

knowledge structures should be considered when aiming to understand what information 

individuals base their quality assessment on. While the internet provides instant information 

and gratification, it lacks the ability to gain hands-on knowledge. This hands-on knowledge, 

however, seems to be crucial when assessing materialistic values as quality. Further, as 

DeLong (1998) introduces, experiences and sensory information are essential in creating 
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perceptions (see 2.4 Perception Creation). So the question arises, does this rather superficial 

way of learning through the internet affect young consumers’ ability to assess material 

quality?  

 

2.1.3 Generation Y and Sustainability 

“The ‘unquality’ things are what cost money” - Phil Crosby (1979) 

 

As different generations grow up in environments with different opportunities, their approach 

towards objects and their general behavioral structure vary. Thanks to facilitated and 

accelerated access, young consumers are presented and surrounded with endless information 

that decreases the effort of finding and learning. Some more critical authors even state that 

Gen Y lacks curiosity and in-depth thinking which blurs their understanding of the world 

around them (Schofield & Honoré, 2010). Their statement has a strong connection to Hill and 

Lee’s (2012) conclusion that Gen Y is concerned and aware of social and environmental 

issues globally; however, the authors mention that the awareness does not mean that Gen Y 

consumers have an in-depth and accurate knowledge of environmental sustainability. 

Lazarevic (2012) also claims that Gen Y consumers are very aware of and strongly consider 

social and ecological issues. In Hill and Lee’s (2012) study, Gen Y consumers, aged 18-25, 

were asked to define sustainability in their own words and its relation to the apparel industry. 

Based on definitions as “how something lasts through time, how long something can hold up 

against certain level of stress” (p. 481), durability of a garment was the most frequently 

mentioned theme that consumers use as a measure of sustainability. In other words, 

consumers’ perception of sustainability in the apparel industry mainly refers to the long 

lifetime of a garment. As explained earlier, the longevity of garments plays a great role in the 

sustainability problem due to the need for decreasing textile waste. However, Hill and Lee 

(2012) also mention that most participants were not able to judge environmental issues in the 

apparel industry due to a lack of in-depth knowledge about how clothing is made and thus 

how it affects the environment. At this point, the authors highlight the need for education.  

 

Another leading environmental impact next to the production is the care-taking. Allwood 

(2006) claims that apparel laundering has one of the strongest negative impacts on the 

environment, highlighting the need for more conscious care-taking. However, Hill and Lee 

(2012) claim that Gen Y consumers perceive information on apparel care labels as the least 



 

- 15 - 

important practice of sustainability. The question arises; whether young consumers consider 

care labels and laundering as an important factor in their perception of garment quality? 

 

2.2 Meaning Creation 

According to Banister and Hogg (2004), besides material objects being tangible, these objects 

become symbolic when consumers focus on meanings behind their physical features. As a 

general insight into how individuals create values as a consequence of a product’s features 

(attributes), the means-end-theory by Gutman (1982) is developed (Hines & O’Neal, 1995). 

The authors make use of the model and the idea that the perception of a product is created 

through various memories in consumer mind: The means, here, start with tangible product 

attributes and ends with the creation of personal values. In between, the experiences from 

product use as well as feedback from social surroundings shape consequences for the value 

creation. In return, the individuals’ values also define if those consequences are perceived 

positively or negatively (Hines & O’Neal, 1995).  

 

Figure 1: Means-end theory (Hines & O'Neal 1995, p.228) 

 

 

This further accentuates the importance of this study to get a deeper insight into how 

respondents grew up, and what values they were taught throughout their upbringing (see 2.2.2 

Socialization in Fashion). 

 

2.2.1 Clothing vs. Fashion 

With this study’s focus on the young consumers of Gen Y, it is interesting to get a broader 

insight into the symbolic meaning of fashion versus functional aspect of clothing. Nowadays, 

fashion and clothing are two different subjects that need to be understood separately, as 

Kawamura (2005) introduces. She mentions that fashion is an intangible concept while 

clothing is a tangible way to express fashion and maintain the existence of it. According to 

her, fashion refers to symbolic production and exposes status while clothing is a physical 
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material production that fulfills functional needs of consumers. This idea of a more symbolic 

meaning around ‘fashion’, despite the object/clothing is relevant for this study as it serves as 

the central starting point to understand the issue of quantity- over quality production. Through 

the creation of ‘meanings’ in consumer minds’ clothing turns into a way of expressing 

identity rather than an object that fulfills functional needs, challenging the need for durability 

and quality. 

 

McCracken (1986) has analyzed the trajectory movement of cultural meaning of products. 

According to his theory, cultural meanings, which are created in a culturally constituted 

world, moves first to products and then from products to individual consumers. The 

“constituted world”, as he explains further, refers to a phenomenal world of everyday life in 

which the individual's feelings are shaped by the beliefs and values of their culture. In other 

words, culture constitutes the phenomenal world through creating meanings. These cultural 

meanings are then delivered to consumer products with the help of advertising and other 

agents of transfer such as designers. However, consumers nowadays are not simply driven by 

salespeople and marketers and their advice and know-how, as it used to be a few decades ago. 

DeKlerk and Lubbe (2008) explain that nowadays consumers are actively choosing, 

evaluating, reviewing and assessing their garments by their own. As a natural consequence 

women also create their own, personal meaning of certain clothing as the authors continue. 

This highlights the importance of individuality in meaning creation.  

 

As the last step of McCracken’s (1986) model, the cultural meanings that are carried by 

products are transferred to the consumers. He based his theory on general consumer goods 

without specifying an industry, while Thompson and Haytko (1997) used his framework in 

their study of fashion consumption among undergraduate university students. They claim that 

meanings of fashion are transferred by the use of fashion discourses and the interpretation 

consumers of these fashion discourses incorporate cultural meanings into consumers’ 

everyday lives. On the other hand, Murray (2002) describes fashion as specific for each 

society and contributes to the social structure over the time. He supports Thompson and 

Haytko’s (1997) claim that consumers are the ones who create identities using the meaning of 

fashion, but he also argues that these meanings are not only created by consumers but also 

under the influence of social society and norms. In this sense, Murray’s (2002) research 

involves the idea of fashion as symbolic consumption as Kawamura (2005) does.  
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This understanding of consumers’ use of fashion discourses and their creation of meaning 

through social actions and exchanges is particularly relevant to fully comprehend how 

respondents in this study perceive their apparel products and derive meaning from and assign 

meaning towards it. Their specific understanding of fashion and clothing is influential in their 

assessment of apparel quality, as this is depending on much more than the factual and utility 

cues (see 2.3 Quality Cues in Apparel).  

 

2.2.2 Socialization in Fashion 

Kawamura (2005) further adds that change and newness from the foundation of fashion; 

fashion is a concept that changes with time depending on the social structure and thus clothing 

changes as well. Taking this statement back to what was said above further highlights how 

‘fashion’ is a concept revolving around the constant exchange. In this sense, Ekström et al. 

(2015) study of consumption is an example to understand consumer’s changing behavior of 

clothing consumption over time. 

 

Consumer socialization refers to people's process of knowledge acquirement and adaptation 

as consumers to socially and technologically changing world (Ekström, 2006). Ekström et al. 

(2015) compared the clothing consumption behavior of two generations: Gen Swing (born 

1930-1945) and Gen Y (born 1976-1994) based on their primary and secondary socialization. 

Primary socialization refers to a person’s adaptation to social norms and environment during 

childhood and its effect on the individuals’ social behaviors (Oetting & Donnermeyer, 1998; 

Ekström et al., 2015), while secondary socialization is the adaptation throughout adulthood 

and the amendment of primarily learned behaviors (Watne et al., 2011; Ekström et al., 2015). 

According to results of Ekström et al.’s (2015) generation comparing study, non-

environmental consumers from Gen Y tend to purchase apparel to create an identity while 

non-environmental consumers of Gen Swing purchases apparel depending on its functional 

utility and longtime usage. The researchers claim that the difference comes from the different 

values and environments generations grew up with, in other words how they primarily 

socialized which supports Kawamura’s (2005) theory of fashion as a changing concept. In the 

process of both primary and secondary socialization, there are agents who act as the source of 

behaviors, norms and values for consumers, called socialization agents (Watne et al., 2011) 

such as family members and social environment (Yalkin & Elliott, 2014). According to 

Moschis and Moore (1978) parents, peers and media are the major socialization agents. Watne 
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et al. (2011) claim that not only parents act as agents but also children socialize their parents 

in product categories where children are considered to have more knowledge such as 

technological products. Although the concept of old learning from young generation is not 

new, it is almost not existent in previous consumer behavior research. This study aims to find 

out the role of socialization and the most dominant socialization agents in gaining knowledge 

of apparel quality.  

 

In most consumption research, consumer socialization among young age groups has been 

studied (e.g. Moschis & Moore, 1978; John, 1999; Yalkin & Elliott, 2014; Kerrane et al., 

2015). However, Ekström (2006) claim that socialization is an active lifetime process of 

learning. That is why in this study both childhood upbringing and current social surroundings, 

as well as learning habits are considered. In Ekström et al.’s (2015) consumption study, it is 

mentioned that socialization differs depending on generations which then affects consumers’ 

behavior towards clothing consumption. For instance, the functional needs were significant 

for Gen Swing’s clothing consumption during growing up while Gen Y grew up in a 

consumption society where symbolic consumption has a higher value than needs (Ekström et 

al., 2015). In this vein, Ekström et al. (2015) agree with Kawamura (2005) that clothing is 

more than a just material that fulfills functional needs for today’s young consumers. 

 

2.3 Quality Cues in Apparel 

“If quality is to be managed, it must first be understood” – Janace Bubonia (2014)  

  

As mentioned earlier, similar studies with the focus on studying consumers’ definition and 

understanding of apparel quality were conducted. One of the first qualitative studies that 

revealed first insights into consumers’ definition and understanding of quality was that of 

O’Neal (1988) whose findings suggested three main categories that were used by participants 

to describe apparel quality: Performance expectations, psychological expectations and 

aesthetics. Another in-depth insight was given by Lennon and Fairhurst (1994) who 

conducted a quantitative content analysis of women’s textual description of apparel quality in 

general as well as of a particular item (a blouse). The categorization of responds showed that 

aesthetics, usefulness, performance and extrinsic criteria such as the price and brand were 

described most often as quality cues. Furthermore, quality criteria were more versatile for the 

specific item (the blouse) than for apparel overall; supporting this study’s approach to let 
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interviewees describe quality on specific garments. Very similar results were one year later 

provided by Hines and O’Neal (1995) who distracted four main categories out of their study 

of consumers’ quality expectations: Aesthetic, economic or performance, physiological and 

psychological consequences, all of which were related to the fabric as main quality indicator. 

 

All of these findings served as a base for more quantitative studies that tested and verified the 

cues mentioned by respondents of previous studies: A commonly used framework of quality 

cues is that by Swinker and Hines (2006). The researchers formed a list of 16-cue based on 

previous research studies, to assess perceived apparel quality and tested this on university 

students in their 2006 study. The framework developed a significant contribution to the field 

that was used and compared to in several other studies (e.g. Kim, 2010; Pujara & Chaurasia, 

2011) and further highlighted the multidimensionality of apparel quality assessment. The cues 

incorporated in the framework are: 

 

Intrinsic cues: Swinker and Hines (2006) describe intrinsic cues including factors as 

construction of the fabric, material and notions. The feel and the weight of the fabric are 

further intrinsic cues used by previous study participants (Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 1995). 

In other words, intrinsic cues are part of the physical existence of the garment (Kim, 2010), 

and cannot simply be excluded or exchanged once the product is manufactured.  

 

Extrinsic cues: As the name tells, extrinsic cues are externally attached to the product and, 

hence, exchangeable (Kim, 2010). These include the brand, country of origin and the price 

(Swinker & Hines, 2006). While intrinsic cues were found to be more important in assessing 

quality, some studies argue that, among the extrinsic information, brand and price are the 

most useful in assessing quality (Pujara & Chaurasia, 2011). Due to their relevance in 

previous studies, both intrinsic and extrinsic cues are discussed more in detail below. 

 

Appearance cues: Swinker and Hines (2006) categorized design features, fashionability and 

style to appearance cues. Lennon and Fairhurst (1994) argued that more abstract facets as the 

aesthetic appeal of a garment help in assessing quality, which could also be verified in the 

findings of Pujara and Chaurasia (2011). Other studies also incorporated the importance of 

aesthetics and style: Forsythe et al. (1996), for example, found in their study that consumers 

hardly assessed a garment as high quality if it did not have the right design or look, while 
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Abraham-Murali and Littrell (1995) incorporated classic design as a factor for garment 

quality in their framework.  

 

Performance cues: Durability was also relevant in the perception of higher garment quality 

in Forsythe et al.’s (1996) study. The feel of the fabric as “sturdy” and “durable” was further 

mentioned in previous studies (Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 1995). The authors also added the 

time and ease of taking care of the garment in their model on perception of quality. In 

Swinker and Hines (2006) analysis, performance cues further included more material-related 

factors such as the amount of pilling on the fabric, the wrinkling and the holding of its 

original shape after washing. While the authors make a clear separation of all four cue-

categories, both appearance and performance cues are regarded as intrinsic cues by other 

researchers (e.g. Lennon & Fairhurst, 1994; Brown & Rice, 2014) 

 

Gitimu et al. (2013) tested Swinker and Hines’ (2006) 16-cue scale on university students and 

could verify participants use of all of them. In their study, they also considered how the level 

of involvement in fashion influences quality perceptions and found that participants with a 

higher involvement in fashion, as well as women in general, make use of more cues to assess 

quality than men or women with low fashion involvement do. Interesting, however, is also the 

importance of quality indicators that arise when actually wearing a garment: Abraham-Murali 

and Littrell’s (1995) participants mentioned cues that cannot be related to any category, such 

as the garment being “fun to wear” and “provides confidence” (p.155), highlighting the 

multidimensionality of quality cues.  

 

2.3.1 Extrinsic vs. Intrinsic Cues 

Two of the four identified cue categories were of particular interest in several studies: 

Intrinsic and extrinsic cues. Lennon and Fairhurst’s (1994) findings suggested that the most 

useful criteria for the assessment of apparel quality were appearance and performance, both 

considered as intrinsic cues. After their findings, several studies indicated the importance of 

intrinsic over extrinsic cues, too. Forsythe et al. (1996) had almost identical findings claiming 

that consumers perceived higher apparel quality through the style and the durability of a 

garment. In their questionnaire study in India, Pujara and Charasia (2011) also found that 

female respondents paid most attention to innate product characteristics as the fashionability 

and design when purchasing garments of high perceived quality. This could be verified by 
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Kim (2010) who found that intrinsic factors are more important for Gen Y in both describing 

and perceiving good quality. In this study, Kim (2010) first took a qualitative approach asking 

college students to describe apparel quality in their own words; supporting previous literature 

by finding a variety of intrinsic cues. Later, she re-assessed her findings through a quantitative 

questionnaire study in which all cues could be verified as relevant. Extrinsic cues, however, 

were of much smaller importance.  

 

Hardly any study could support a hypothesis that extrinsic cues play an essential role in 

assessing quality by consumers: In Kim’s (2010) study, for example, price and reputation of 

the brand were mentioned only insignificantly. In the study by Swinker and Hines (2001), 

appearance cues were ranked the highest among all other cues. It seems that extrinsic cues are 

used rather as an additional factor. Miyazaki et al. (2005) in their experimental study found 

that extrinsic cues are commonly used by consumers to reduce the risk when uncertain about a 

product’s quality. On the other hand, Brown and Rice (2014) explain that, among all extrinsic 

characteristics of a product, the price is the primary extrinsic attribute that most consumers 

use to evaluate quality. Bubonia (2014) supports this finding stating that, together with 

intrinsic cues, the price has a high influence on consumer’s perception of quality. While Davis 

(1985) suggested that the product labeling does influence perceived quality, Forsythe (1991) 

disagreed with this finding. It is important to mention, though, that it was not designer/luxury 

labels that caused a positive perception of quality in Davis’ study, but brand labels in general.  

 

2.4 Perception Creation 

Since this study has a particular interest in respondents’ meaning-creation of quality not only 

objectively, but specifically based on a real and personal specimen (their wardrobes), a deeper 

look into the creation of individual’s perception has to be taken. DeLong (1998) argues that 

the physical context has a strong impact on how an individual views an object and assigns 

meaning to certain features of it.  

 

In previous studies, however, researchers took a general approach asking respondents to either 

describe perceived apparel quality in their own words without any physical context (e.g. 

Lennon & Fairhurst, 1994) or letting respondents choose from a list of given cues and rate the 

importance of these cues (e.g. Swinker & Hines, 2006; Kim, 2010; Gitimu et al., 2013). All of 

these studies were conducted without the presence of a garment to assess these cues on and 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com.lib.costello.pub.hb.se/doi/10.1111/j.1470-6431.2005.00478.x/full#b14
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hence, excluded meaning creation through physical perception. Olshavsky (1985) explains, 

perceived quality is a factor that is very similar to attitude. In other words, in the majority of 

previous studies, the general attitude towards apparel quality was in focus rather than an in-

depth observation of how consumers perceive quality on a specific garment. While attitude 

certainly is an influential factor in meaning creation, the researchers claim that more factors 

are influential in the personal assessment of a garment quality: DeLong (1998), for example, 

provides an interesting approach to understanding more subliminal processes of how a 

perception of a situation or an object is created. He explains that an individual’s way of seeing 

the world happens under influence of three dimensions: Sensory information, personal 

experiences and education or knowledge (pp. 26-27). 

 

2.4.1 Sensory Information 

According to DeLong (1998), in the perception process, humans make use of all their senses 

to get the full image. Obviously, not providing any specimen gives rather a broad idea of 

consumers’ belief of what quality is and fails to understand in more detail how consumers 

construct their perceived quality. Garvin (1987) adds that in perceived quality the individual’s 

interpretation and presumption of quality is more influential than the reality of the product. 

Describing and evaluating apparel quality cues in general is an abstract process. Without a 

specimen provided for the study, it is difficult for participants to create an accurate 

perception, as Lennon and Fairhurst (1994) support. And as Forsythe et al. (1996) state 

“Consumers may not be as accurate in judging the importance of criteria they use to evaluate 

apparel in general as they are in judging a specific item [...]” (p. 300) and further suggest that 

the evaluation on a real garment can prevent distorted conclusions. Enabling consumers to 

feel a product and assess it based on real facts is facilitating the evaluation of quality, as Kim 

(2007) states. 

 

2.4.2 Experienced Information 

Some studies approached this obstacle and used real items for participants to assess (e.g. 

Norum & Clark, 1989; Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 1995; Yuille, 2015). Norum and Clark 

(1989) themselves assessed the quality of both domestically produced and imported women’s 

blazers. The researchers, while focusing on the relation between country of origin and price 

on quality perception, used mostly objective intrinsic cues as the fiber content and seam 
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quality to assess the blazers. Findings showed that price was more relevant for the actual 

quality than the blazers production origin. While here a specimen was used, the assessment of 

quality happened on an objective level and the researchers had no personal experience with 

the garment. 

 

However, considering the wide variety of cues used by consumers to assess apparel quality 

highlights the multidimensionality of quality perceptions. As Norum and Clark (1989) 

mention, further studies that focus on quality assessment using more subjective cues might be 

interesting. Considering this study’s investigation of consumers’ perception of quality, much 

more than actual quality, brings out the need to understand what information consumers use 

cognitively. As DeLong (1998) explains, perceiving through our senses is strongly tied to our 

past experiences. The experienced information is the base for all comparisons and the final 

assessment of a situation. For this study, therefore, we suggest leaving space for a more 

subjective assessment that involves consumers’ personal experience with the investigated 

apparel clothing (the specimen) to reveal more intimate and private cues that consumers might 

use. A study that took a similar approach is that by Abraham-Murali and Littrell (1995), who 

approached customers of an online shop to assess the quality of dresses they purchased. The 

researchers, however, focused on women's’ quality expectations when purchasing and their 

attitude towards the quality after six weeks of usage. The focus of the study, therefore, was 

much more on testing the durability and material quality of the dresses. Their findings showed 

clear differences in the assessment of quality when purchased compared to when consumers 

had experienced the garment over a period of time. As Brown and Rice (2014) argue, when 

the garment is in use, functional performance becomes the major factor of perceived quality. 

As suggested “through actual usage consumers became more informed about the garment” 

and “the importance of attributes may have become clearer” (Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 

1995, p.155). While using and experiencing a garment, consumers were able to make use of 

more multidimensional cues - cues that they would possibly not consider in a more abstract 

setting. This further highlights the relevance of experience with a garment to make more in-

depth evaluations of quality. Finally, Hines and O’Neal (1995) also found in their content 

analysis that respondents provide very specific reasoning in their quality assessments, which 

can be explained by their personal values as the authors explain through a means-end model 

(see Fel! Hittar inte referenskälla.). It is these personal values that require more 

consideration in the research of perceived quality. This further supports this study’s purpose 
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of taking a more abstract approach that deeply investigates female’s subjective perception of 

quality after gathering experiences with the garment. 

 

2.4.3 Educated Information 

Another base for forming perceptions, as DeLong (1998) illustrates, is formal and informal 

education. Through the acquisition of knowledge, individuals have more information to base a 

perception on, which helps to prioritize what to focus on and in interpreting the situation 

better. The author further explains how an increase in knowledge can affect future 

experiences through differentiating the perception. As Fabrigar et al. (2006) add, knowledge 

is an important component when creating attitudes which is affected by previous experiences 

and memories (p. 556); and as mentioned earlier, attitude and perception are similar concepts 

(Olshavsky, 1985). In other words, not only formal knowledge seems to be influential in 

perceiving a garment, but also the personal knowledge that is derived from experiences or the 

cultural context and social sharing, as DeLong (1998) adds. Therefore, this study will also 

give insight into the know-how and previously acquired knowledge respondents make use of 

in perceiving and assessing a garment and creating the meaning of “quality.” 

 

3 Methodological Framework 

In this chapter, the methodological considerations as research design, sampling technique, 

data collection method as well as data analysis are presented to provide information about 

how this study was conducted.  

 

3.1 Research Approach 

As research approach, a qualitative methodology has been used to gather in-depth and 

subjective information. This was important in order to accomplish the purpose of this study to 

understand young women of Gen Y consumers’ definition and interpretation of apparel 

quality. We, therefore, decided to conduct semi-structured face-to-face interviews in 

respondents’ homes that allowed for the insight into respondents’ wardrobes and the usage of 

their apparel pieces as specimens for the discussion about apparel quality. In addition to that, 

the personal space as research setting formed a great base for an informal and flexible 

conversation with the respondents, which was beneficial for the insight into their subjective 
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meaning creation as well as more personal background information. We aimed to leave the 

context as natural as possible, in order to comfort respondents and get the most valid and 

reliable responses. Further, to hold the interviews in respondents’ homes rather than an 

artificial setting was a natural consequence of the purpose to emphasize the subjective 

meaning of a social concept; in this case the concept of ‘apparel quality’. This emphasis on 

subjective information and the flexible interview approach is supported by Hammersley 

(2013) who explains qualitative research as “a form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a 

flexible and data-driven research design, to use relatively unstructured data, to emphasize the 

essential role of subjectivity in the research process, to study a small number of naturally 

occurring cases in detail, and to use verbal rather than statistical forms of analysis” (p. 12).  

 

The typical characteristics mentioned by Hammersley (2013) are incorporated in this study: 

While taking a data-driven approach, flexibility played an important role in the semi-

structural approach of our interviews. Previous findings of the literature review served as 

guide for the deductive approach of our research and composed the base of knowledge for us 

to conduct a significant study. Besides guiding the design of the study, the literature review 

also highlighted research gaps as the need for a more in-depth insight into consumers’ 

understanding of apparel quality after having experienced the garments (see 1.3 Significance 

of the Study / Research Gap). With previous study findings and conclusions in mind, specific 

research questions (see 1.5 Research Questions) that guided the findings and discussion were 

formulated. This aligns with the explanatory approach that analyses and describes 

respondents’ understanding of apparel quality, rather than the exploration of an uninvestigated 

field as it is the case in exploratory studies (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

3.2 Research Philosophy 

This research study takes a deductive view on the relationship between previously reviewed 

literature and the current study. In deductive reasoning the approach is taken from the general 

to the more specific (Bryman, 2012). With this in mind, we gathered a broad knowledge of 

the work that has been previously done and used this insight for the creation of research 

questions that formed the base of the entire study outline. 

 

The research questions for our study were constituted of relevant concepts from the reviewed 

literature. For example: The research question “What sources of information do respondents 
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make use of when assessing quality?” considers the concept of perception creation (sensory 

information, experience and education) introduced by DeLong (1998). All research questions 

formed the base for the outline of the interview guide. The questions were to be investigated 

and answered throughout the collection and analysis of relevant research data.  

 

Despite the mostly deductive origin, this study also carried certain inductive elements in the 

way that it leaves space for previously unexamined relations between respondents’ quality 

interpretation and their personal experience with their wardrobes. Throughout the literature 

review we revealed a lack of insight into the importance of “experience cues” that could 

impact the assessment and interpretation of quality by respondents. Overall, our openness to 

new hypotheses looming from the acquired data, the interest in single cases rather than 

generalizations and the rather unstructured data collection highlighted that our study also 

showed inductive tendencies (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

3.2.1 Ethnographic View 

This study is clearly inspired by the concept of ethnography. While ethnography used to be 

considered as the study of cultures, foreign people and societal groups and hence, of a larger 

group of people, approach to ethnography to take all kinds of shapes today. Sunstein and 

Chiseri-Strater (2007) stated “Through the individual we come to understand the culture, and 

through the culture we come to understand the individual” (Saldana et al., 2011, p.6). In this 

study, the aim was to gather an in-depth understanding of not only the individual consumer as 

a reflector of her culture, but also the influence of her upbringing and social surrounding as 

her family and friend circles on her as an individual. Therefore, in addition to her own 

attitude, the respondent was also interviewed about her social surroundings' knowledge and 

attitude towards apparel quality. This had the purpose to further understand the background of 

her quality assessment and the value she assigns to quality. Therefore, the home visits were 

essential and beneficial in getting a broader image of how the respondent’ lives.  

 

Despite the verbal data collected through interviews, the data collection was also supported 

with photographic visual data of the respondent’s wardrobe and her chosen pieces for the 

interview. This is, as Bryman and Bell (2015) states, typical for visual ethnography that aims 

for recording social setting, reflecting reality and revealing data that is missing in the verbal 

part of the interview.   
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3.3 Sampling Technique 

Compared to quantitative studies that strive for the generalization of findings and the ability 

to derive comparisons, the qualitative approach recognizes the uniqueness of every aspect of a 

specific case that can only be comprehended in one specific context (Hammersley, 2013). In 

other words, this study emphasized the individuality of each respondent and tried to 

understand their meaning-creation in depth, rather than drawing statistical conclusions that 

can be generalized to an entire population. 

 

To ensure the most insightful findings for this study, a purposive sample method was applied. 

Rather than choosing a random sample, the purposive sample ensures that respondents 

contribute to the study are considered suitable for answering the research questions (Bryman, 

2012). Further, in many ways this study’s sampling technique can be understood as a cohort 

approach: As Sullivan and Heitmeyer (2008) explain, in this approach the researchers focus 

on studying individuals that were born throughout the same timespan (usually 4 to 5 years). 

Their upbringing and personal development in the same period shapes the creation of shared 

values and attitudes (Sullivan & Heitmeyer, 2008). 

 

Further, in a purposive sampling Saunders et al. (2009) suggest to define criteria that 

determine the sample size and that help choosing the right samples (p. 240). Hence, as 

preparation for the recruiting of relevant respondents we developed a recruitment guide: 

 

● Females, living in Gothenburg 

The decision to conduct the study in Gothenburg, Sweden, was based on the ease of 

contact respondents and to facilitate home visits. Respondents’ cultural backgrounds 

were of no interest for the study, which is why different nationalities attended. 

● Age between 23 and 30 (young Gen Y) 

Females in this age were found to be the most interesting consumer group for the 

purpose of this study.  

● General interest in fashion 

Due to the in-depth nature of this study we aimed for respondents that will more likely 

provide a broad spectrum of answers and insights into the field. 

● Income range 
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Without asking for specific amounts, the range of income was of interest to ensure that 

all respondents have the same financial opportunity in creating their wardrobe and 

quality assortment. Other financial aspects as respondents’ living condition and costs 

were not of interest for the study.  

 

From the recruiting guide, questions were formed as recruitment instrument and posted on 

various Gothenburg-based groups on Facebook to reach young women around the city. 

Respondents were then filtered in order to exclude those that did not meet the target criteria 

for this study. The survey outline looked as follows:  

 

Questions 1 - 4 should only be answered with yes or no. Statement 5 - 6 should be rated from 

1 (least agreed) to 5 (most agreed). Only respondents with answers 3-5 were considered for 

the study in order to ensure respondents’ interest in active participation of the study. 

 

1. I am female 

2. I am between 23-30 years old 

3. I live in Gothenburg 

4. I have an income between 15.000-30.0000 SEK 

5. I have an interest in fashion 

6. I have a good knowledge about clothing and fashion 

 

Unfortunately, the posts attracted only little attention and only two suitable respondents were 

found through the survey first. A snowball technique through these two respondents helped 

providing three more respondents, mostly from the friend circles of the two. The remaining 

respondents were gathered by posting the recruiting survey on our personal social media 

profiles and were shared within our friend circles. After posting and sharing much more 

answers could be collected. Suitable respondents of the recruiting survey were then chosen by 

random numbering and contacted with a short introduction to the study. Throughout the 

recruiting process in total six respondents cancelled the interviews and had to be replaced as 

quickly as possible. Due to the high cancellation rate and the limited timespan of the study 

only nine respondents could be visited and interviewed. The most common reason for 

cancelling was the discomfort with home visits as well as the fact that interviews had to take 

place in the evenings due to respondents’ working hours. 
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Two of the nine respondents were chosen from our professional surroundings; one from the 

same university (Anna) and one colleague (Diana). While all interviewees were surprisingly 

open and comfortable in the conversation, these two interviews turned out to be particularly 

insightful and the conversation took slightly longer. Their professional background in textiles 

enabled them to use more garment-specific cues, which was also considered later when 

dividing respondents’ into ‘consumer profiles’ (see 4.4 Consumer Profiles).  

 

3.4 Data Collection Method 

For this study it was essential to get close to the respondents and investigate in a very private 

setting to understand how they create their own understanding of apparel quality after using 

garments. This chapter will explain in detail how we approached the study and collected and 

analyzed data.  

 

3.4.1 Semi-structured Interviews  

The data has been collected through face-to-face, semi-structured interviews as well as 

through visual documentation of the interview setting; the interviewees wardrobes. Typically, 

these kinds of interviews involve a more general interview guide that leaves sufficient space 

for the interviewer to add questions that emerge from the conversation. Further, interviewees 

enjoy the freedom to reply spontaneously and engage in a deeper conversation (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). Also, the order and timing of questions is less strict. This enabled us to adapt 

much better to the respondents’ responds and allowed for a more natural dialogue.  

 

3.4.1.1 Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted two days before the official start of the study in order to test the 

interview guide, the recording application and to avoid any lack of clarity. Furthermore, it 

served as practice for us to coordinate interviewer tasks and the order of questioning. The 

pilot interview was conducted with a classmate and took around 1h 15. Afterwards, the 

interview was discussed and reviewed with the respondent. Her feedback was particularly 

helpful in re-wording unclear and ambiguous interview questions. In addition, entire questions 

could be deleted as they turned out to be repetitive or not relevant to the purpose of the study. 
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Overall, throughout the interview upcoming topics arose naturally from the conversation flow 

which supported the overall outline of the interview guide. 

 

3.4.1.2 Interview Guide 

In accordance to Edwards and Holland (2013), we prepared an interview guide with an overall 

set of subjects to address and more specific questions to be asked. The questions are prepared 

under the light of research questions, as suggested by Bryman and Bell (2015). As the main 

focus of the interviews was to get a deeper insight to the individual's personal evaluation of 

quality, most of the questions were directed towards the respondent’s own perception and 

experience such as “are you interested in fashion?” and “how do you define quality when you 

think of apparel in general?”. Further, the questions that are not presented in the interview 

guide, such as follow-up and probing questions (Bryman & Bell, 2015) were asked for 

respondents to elaborate in their answer and to provide additional relevant information.  

 

To keep questions unbiased, objectively and open; a focus was set on ‘How’ questions. As 

Brinkman (2013) explains, asking ‘how’ rather than questions that aim for finding a causal 

relation or cause-effect (e.g. ‘how much’) is crucial in qualitative studies that do not aim for a 

quantification of findings. Also, any ‘Why’ question was avoided in order not to intimidate 

respondents’ for their answers or communicate any prejudgments. Further, any leading 

questions were avoided due to the possible influence on the respondent’s answer (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015).  

 

3.4.1.3 The Interview Team and Setting 

We decided to conduct all interviews as a team. As Bryman and Bell (2015) suggests, being 

more than one interviewer increases internal reliability by assuring that findings and 

conclusions are agreed on through more than one perspective. Furthermore, the occurrence of 

a deadlock throughout the interview conversations was avoided by enabling one of us to step 

in and keep the flow. Further, we conducted interviews at informants’ homes which did not 

only serve the in-depth purpose of the study and the authenticity of responses, but ensured 

that little or no external noises disturbed the conversation. Respondents were asked to mute 

their mobile phones and possible family members or partners of the informants were asked to 

leave the premises for the duration of the interview. While the study did aim to get the best 
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insight possible into respondents’ homes, their wardrobes and the material context they lived 

in, the respondents were able to choose when and where in their homes the interview will take 

place. As Affleck et al. (2013) suggest, letting interviewees decide on the timing and the 

setting of the interview is a good method in encouraging and comforting them. 

 

3.4.1.4 Interview Schedule  

In accordance with this, respondents were free in choosing time and date for the interviews. 

Almost all interviews took place in the evenings as this was more convenient for the 

respondents who were mostly working throughout daytime. Also, weekend days were not 

preferred by most of the respondents. Home visits took between 2 and 3 hours, with the 

interviews lasting between 55 minutes and 1h 40. In total, 4 out of 9 interviewees had a 

professional or educational background in the fashion industry (Anna, Diana, Fiona and 

Gina). This can be explained both due to respondents’ knowledge about this study’s focus on 

fashion as well as due to the fact that part of the interviewee recruiting took place within own 

social circles (see 3.3 Sampling Technique). Overall, a variety of professional backgrounds 

and interests were aimed for to get unbiased responses. Interviewees were given fictional 

names to ensure their anonymity.  

 

3.4.1.5 Visual Documentation  

In this study, the context (the wardrobe and its content) was of particular interest and was 

actively used throughout the interviews. Interviewees were asked to show chosen ‘favorite 

pieces’ as well as ‘high quality pieces’ based on their own perception that were used as 

examples for the quality assessment. Hence, we added photographs of the wardrobe and the 

chosen items to the study (see 4.1.2 Quality Description Based on Wardrobe Content) in order 

to validate interviewee responses and create visual memories for the data analysis, also known 

as visual ethnography (Bryman & Bell, 2015). This approach is supported by Edwards and 

Holland (2013) who explain that analysis of more documentary data such as pictures can be a 

helpful and insightful addition to the qualitative interviews.  
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3.5 Data Analysis 

We conducted the analysis simultaneously which was particularly helpful in revealing 

ambiguous meanings and supported the empirical thinking process. As Yin (2011) states, 

qualitative data analysis depends on the researcher’s subjective empirical thinking as it is not 

statistical. In order to classify relevant information chunks from the interview transcripts and 

to reduce the full data to manageable data chunks, the 6-step content-reductive analysis by 

Lamnek (1995) was considered. The steps were adapted to the purpose of this study. Hence, 

the analysis was conducted as followed: 

 

1. Transcribing the full interviews 

All interviews were transcribed shortly after the home visits to ensure the best memory of the 

conversation flow and the interview context. 

 

2. Generating the content flow 

The interview transcripts were printed and critically reviewed by both of us several times. 

Then, as suggested by Lamnek (1995) as a first step the respondents’ answers were analyzed 

on relevant text passages in relation to the research topic. Any relevant thoughts were marked 

in red and classified with keywords and a ‘topic’ that describes and paraphrases the overall 

idea of the passage. After the labeling a passage looked as followed: 

 

Example:  

Anna: “I It will feel a bit thicker, which is good; like a bit denser material [M1] I. And it is also 

about how it behaves. I Like after you wash it, and you wear it, it does not wrinkle much [M2] I. 

 And you know I sometimes the seams can pull. You know when the production is not good, 

and when the wrong threat is used. I don’t feel that on this one. [M3] I” 

 

[M1] Thicker material 

[M2] Care and after-use performance 

[M3] Seams not pulling 

 

After the labeling of all relevant passages, all topics/keywords from one interview were 

collected in a table and linked to the relevant research question. Duplicates of keywords were 

removed. Very similar keywords were gathered and re-labeled into overall/combined 
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keywords. As a next step, the keywords could be divided into broader categories and finally, 

into overall themes. These steps were conducted for all nine interview transcripts. 

 

Irrelevant keywords/topics that did not link to the purpose of the study and the research 

question were eliminated. Keywords that were considered relevant but did not relate to the 

research questions were saved and considered for extra findings. An example was findings on 

the interviewee’s purchase behavior, which was not considered in the purpose of the study, 

yet, gave a good impression how quality perceptions did or did not influence the actual 

purchase decision.  

 

Table 2: Example of matrix 

Keywords combined Category  Overall Theme 

   
RQ1 / Quality on wardrobe pieces   

Feeling quality by touch/ thicker material/ 

material more dense 
Touch & feeling Sensory cues 

Quality has good look/ Timeless design/ 

Better look is more expensive/ Expensive look 

as qualit/ Special occasion pieces 

Look & design 

Intrinsic cues  

Seams not pulling/ Seams and lining quality/ 

Flawlessness/ No erros 
Flawless production 

Material blend/ Material as first factor/ Right 

material used/ Cashmere material/ Thicker 

material/ Material for longer durability/ 

Luxurious materials/ Silk has higher quality 

Fabric factors 

Price/bargain as quality/ Purchased on sale  Price factors Extrinsic cues 

Ownership for long time/ Material with 

longer durability/ Timelessness/ Daily wearing 
Durability 

Experience/Performance cues 

Care/ after-use performance / no wrinkling Care 

   

3. Creating a matrix of topics 

All relevant themes from the single interviews were compared. Those mentioned by several 

interviewees were highlighted and summarized in a matrix. The most representative and 

interesting quotes for each theme were saved to be presented in the findings. Coherence with 

the research purpose was checked by using the interview guide. The fictional names of all 

interviewees were added next to the findings in the excel file in order to identify the answers 

correctly and possibly set it into relation to the interviewee’s background. Pictures taken of 
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the interviewee’s wardrobes and of their chosen apparel pieces were included in the matrix as 

visual support for both validity purposes and to enable us to remember the research setting 

throughout analysis.  

 

4. Single-case analysis 

All relevant topics were brought into a meaningful order for the findings passage based on the 

order of the research questions. In addition, ambiguous answers were paraphrased and 

decontextualized in order to reveal subliminal meanings. We recognized early that 

interviewees differed greatly in their characters and answers which initiated the idea of 

creating ‘profiles’ to present in the study findings. The profiles summarize the main ideas of 

the interview and also incorporate typical quotations of each interviewee.  

 

5. Cross-case analysis 

Similar interview conversations were grouped together under one ‘consumer profile’ based on 

similar answers and priorities concerning apparel quality. Further, similarities that could be 

recognized based on the interviewee demographics and general interests were noted. The 

single interview cases were compared and topics that were particularly relevant in multiple 

interviews were noted.  

 

6. Proof of results 

All findings were re-checked by both of us through constantly comparing with the original 

audio records and the full transcripts.  

 

3.6 Validity and Reliability 

Both usefulness and trustworthiness of the collected data was ensured by following Eliot’s 

(2011) suggestions for making qualitative data trustworthy: 

 

1. Respondent criteria are clearly defined: 

As explained earlier, clear requirements were set for choosing relevant respondents that are 

most likely to contribute well answering research questions. 

 

2. Development of unbiased questions:  

As mentioned earlier, any misleading and prejudicial questions were avoided. Questions were 



 

- 35 - 

formulated in an unbiased and objective manner. A pilot study was conducted in which 

interview questions were tested and later adapted for the real study (see 3.4.1.1 Pilot Study).  

 

3. Numerous data is collected:  

Visual contextual data was added that further verified respondents’ statements. Pictures were 

taken to memorize the wardrobes accurately when transcribing and analyzing interviews. 

 

4. Systematically analyze the data:  

A step-by step process by Lamnek (1995) was applied in order to analyze codes, categories 

and final themes that emerged from the interviews. All data analysis was conducted 

cooperatively by both of us.  

 

5. Re-checking data:  

The transcripts of all interviews were inspected in comparison with audio records and 

confirmed by both of us. 

 

3.6.1 External Validity (Sample Size) 

This study’s research purpose had a solely qualitative interest. In that case, as Saunders et al. 

(2009) suggest, it is neither possible nor desirable to generalize the findings to the entire 

population but to explain the findings in one specific research setting only (p. 158). Reliability 

of the data was ensured by an information-rich, clearly chosen sample based on predefined 

interviewee criteria (see 3.3 Sampling Technique).  

 

3.6.2 Internal Validity  

Research validity, or in other words, the accuracy of research data is a special issue in 

qualitative research. Here, validity cannot be drawn by the comparison to an ultimate reality 

collected through factual data; much more, validity is in the relationship between the account 

and the object (Maxwell, 1992). In other words, validity is in the story between researchers, 

informant and the encountered subject. Therefore, as Wolcott (1990) stated “Understanding is 

a more fundamental concept of qualitative research than validity” (cited by Maxwell, 1992, 

p.281) 
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Nevertheless, to reach a high data validity, we followed suggestions by Burke (1997) to make 

qualitative data valid, including particularly the triangulation of data, methods and 

investigators: Multiple data was collected by a number of informants, both verbally and 

visually. Further, due to the rich contextual information of respondents’ homes and wardrobes 

we found it most useful to conduct all interviews together. This allowed one of us to fully 

concentrate on conducting the interview conversation while the other took notes on the 

context, mimics, gestures and postures of respondents, as well as took photographs of their 

wardrobes. Further, in the analysis (see 5 Analysis) findings were compared against previous 

literature and analyzed on whether previous findings could be verified or not.  

 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

To start with, it was important for this study to understand the relevance of ethical behavior in 

qualitative social studies in particular. The close work together with human beings and the 

intrusion of their private space in this study underline this. Considering the definition of 

human rights used by Steinke (2004) as “assertions that call for treating human beings as ends 

in themselves, rather than as means to the goals and purposes of others” (p. 89), showed the 

need to prioritize respondents’ well-being over the purpose of this study. This well-being 

involved various considerations. The main ethical applications that have to be made in social 

research were highlighted by Wiles (2013) as: 1. Informed consent, 2. Anonymity and 

confidentiality and 3. Risk and safety; all of which were considered in all stages of this study.  

 

1.Informed consent 

While the accurate informing of study respondents before the study was crucial, Wiles (2013) 

also recognizes the problematic of providing too much information beforehand that can harm 

the study purpose and create bias. A typical issue in qualitative interviewing, as Brinkmann 

(2013) adds, is that “interviewees are often almost too familiar with their role in the 

conversation” (p.5). Therefore, in this study the respondents were provided with the required 

information that allows them to decide autonomously if they would like to participate in the 

study or not (respondent briefing). This further included any avoidance of deception, or in 

other words, any false information that presents the study as something that it is not (Bryman, 

2012). The respondent briefing included information on the setting of the data collection in 

their private homes, the type of data collection (recording and possible photographs of their 

wardrobes) and how the information will be used. The study respondents were informed about 
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what their participation will involve to give them an accurate image of the intrusion into their 

privacy. Further, this is required to get a genuine allowance to enter the respondents’ private 

spaces for the limited time of the data collection (Bryman, 2012). As a final ethical 

consideration, all respondents were informed about their right to cancel and withdraw from 

the study at any time (Steinke, 2004). The consent form can be found under Appendix 2: 

Statement of compliance.  

 

2. Anonymity and confidentiality 

Particularly due to the origin of this study the respondents had to be informed about their 

anonymity throughout the entire data collection, analysis and final data presentation. As 

mentioned earlier, all data that could possibly reveal the identity of study respondents had to 

be anonymized in order to ensure confidentiality, in accordance to Wiles (2013). Audio data 

as the records served primarily for the transcription of interviews was not published or 

referred to any third party.  

 

3. Risk and safety 

We paid particular attention to the body language of respondents and to any signs of tiredness, 

discomfort or emotional arousal as suggested by Wiles (2013). This regard was particularly 

important as the interviews incorporated the respondents’ presentation of very personal 

objects and the possible fear of providing subjective information (e.g. respondents’ 

explanation of and knowledge about “quality”). Therefore, the encouragement of respondents’ 

throughout the entire study, and particularly the data collection was in constant focus. Further, 

rapport with respondents was built prior to the study via communicating through email and 

phone, as well as after the study by re-contacting and thanking for participation.  

 

4 Findings  

The findings of nine semi-structured interviews on the topic of apparel quality in respondents’ 

wardrobes are presented in three segments, divided by the three central research questions. 

For each question the ‘key themes’ that were revealed through the 6-step content-reductive 

analysis by Lamnek (1995) are presented. ‘Key themes’ were those that were repeatedly 

introduced or mentioned by at least three respondents. While the purpose of the study was 

purely qualitative and a deep insight into the interpretation of apparel quality was obtained, a 
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quantification of answers was helpful in revealing patterns and repetitions. Quotations were 

modified to erase major grammar errors and fillers like “ehm, or “I mean”. Further, due to the 

diversity of respondents and the variety in answers we decided to present more unique, yet 

interesting and insightful findings in short ‘consumer profiles’ (see 4.4 Consumer Profiles).  

 

To begin with, general information about all nine respondents and interview schedules are 

presented in the table below which is followed by the analysis of findings for each research 

question.  

 

Table 3: Interviewee information and quality ratio in wardrobe 

Intv. 

No. 

Interviewee / Age / 

Nationality  

Profession Interview Time & Date Quality ratio in 

wardrobe (%) 

1 Anna, 24, Croatian Fashion Design Student Date: 29th March 2017 

Time: 18.30 - 20.00  

%70 

2 Bella, 30, Swedish Pre-school Teacher  Date: 30th March 2017 

Time: 18.30 – 19.30 

%50 

3 Clara, 23, Swedish Graphic Designer Date: 31th March 2017 

Time: 14.30 - 15.30  

%40 

4 Diana, 26, Swedish Assistant Buyer Date: 4th April 2017 

Time: 18.20 - 19.50 

%40 

5 Ellen, 26, German Junior Product Manager Date: 5th April 2017 

Time: 18.45 - 20.00 

%50 

 

6 Fiona, 30, Swedish Accounting and Finance 

Assistant 

Date: 6th April 2017 

Time: 18.00 - 19.05 

%2 

7 Gina, 28, Swedish Public Health  Student Date: 10th April 2017 

Time:  18.45 - 20.15 

%20 

8 Heidi, 27, German Marketing Assistant Date: 12th April 2017 

Time: 19.30 - 20.45 

%25-30 

9 Ida, 27, Swedish Medical Doctor  Date: 27th April 2017 

Time: 15.30 - 16.30 

%5-10 
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4.1 Findings of RQ1 

With the question ‘What are the most relevant cues for respondents when assessing apparel 

quality?’ we aimed to get an insight into both respondents’ understanding of apparel quality 

in general as well as how it changes with more hands-on specimens from their own closets. 

Their general idea of apparel quality was compared to their interpretation of quality based on 

chosen ‘high quality’-pieces to reveal possible differences after usage experience. 

Furthermore, interviewees were asked to show and demonstrate characteristics of their 

‘favorite pieces’ in order to reveal the relevance of quality in their fashion favorites and their 

overall purchasing patterns. 

 

Table 4: Key themes of RQ1 

Key Themes Mentioned by Total 

General description   

Material feel All respondents 9 

Natural material Clara, Diana, Ellen, Fiona, Gina, Heidi 6 

Shop environment Diana, Ellen, Gina, Heidi Ida, 5 

Sustainability Bella, Clara, Fiona, Heidi, Ida 5 

Higher price Anna, Diana, Fiona, Ida 4 

Durability Bella, Diana, Fiona, Ida 4 

Look / Fit Anna, Bella, Ida 3 

Production country Clara, Ellen, Ida 3 

Flawless construction Anna, Ellen, Gina 3 

Wardrobe description   

Durability Anna, Bella, Clara, Diana, Ellen, Gina, Heidi, Ida 8 

Higher Price Anna, Diana, Ellen, Fiona, Gina, Ida 6 

Brand Clara, Ellen, Fiona, Gina, Heidi, Ida 6 

Flawless construction Anna, Diana, Ellen, Gina, Ida 5 
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Material feel Anna, Clara, Ellen, Gina, Ida 5 

More in accessories Anna, Clara, Ellen, Gina, Ida 5 

Sustainability Bella, Clara, Heidi, Ida 4 

Fulfills purpose Anna, Diana, Fiona 3 

Versatility/Combinable Bella, Diana, Heidi 3 

Vintage piece Bella, Clara, Diana 3 

Natural material Bella, Ellen, Heidi 3 

 

 

4.1.1 Quality Description in General 

The general definitions by respondents revealed a few ‘key themes’ that were mentioned 

repeatedly by at least three respondents. 

 

4.1.1.1 Material (Intrinsic) 

Overall, the material was a factor introduced by all respondents. Here, aspects as the material 

blend and the exclusiveness of the fabric were introduced. Particularly interesting, however, 

was respondents’ preference for natural fibers that was mentioned as a quality criteria by 

Clara, Diana, Ellen, Fiona, Gina and Heidi in their general definitions.  Ellen stated that "For 

me in general clothing quality is the material. Like what I said before, like leather, cotton, 

wool or linen. Those kind of materials, I do consider as quality. Then the lifetime of the 

clothes. And, yeah, actually these two.” 

 

The commonly mentioned antipathy towards synthetic materials by the respondents was 

mostly explained by the problem with the feel on the body. Clara explained “It really is a 

make or break thing, if it is like polyester and it is just stuck to your body. And you know this 

really thin feel. I hate that, and I just want it to feel natural." While especially polyester and 

acrylic were mentioned as bad quality fabrics (Clara, Ellen, Gina and Heidi), cotton was a 

fabric respondents showed a great preference for Clara, Ellen, Fiona and Heidi all mentioned 

cotton as a good quality base for a garment. 
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In order to make descriptions of quality easier for respondents and also to get a better insight 

into what respondents look for when assessing quality pre-purchase, they were asked to 

imagine being in a store. Here, one of the first quality assessments for eight of the nine 

respondents took place when touching the product. All respondents except for Bella 

mentioned the feel of the product as a first quality indicator. 

 

“Actually, I think I do evaluate pretty much. I think of course the first thing you do 

when you come to a store is to see things. And if I see something that I like I go to it 

and I feel it. Okay, this does not feel good and then I will just pass it and just move 

forward and go to next piece which looks interesting. But if it feels nice, then I will 

check the tag and I will analyze myself; this is a good combination or not a good 

combination.” – Diana 

 

When asking in more detail what the material needs to feel like, the thickness of the garment 

was mentioned by several interviewees (Anna, Clara, Ida). Anna stated: “It will feel a bit 

thicker, which is good; like a bit denser material.” Further, for Bella, Diana, Ellen, Fiona and 

Ida, the material needs to feel soft and comfortable on the skin. An addition particularly wool, 

while considered a good quality fabric, was mentioned to be problematic due to its itchiness. 

 

4.1.1.2 Shop Environment (Extrinsic) 

Factors of the shop environment and the retail store itself were mentioned by five respondents 

in their general description. Diana, Ellen, Gina, Heidi and Ida gave various factors that 

communicate a high-quality store for them. For Ida, the presentation of a single piece rather 

than a mass of products communicates a high-quality store. “I don’t like it to be too many 

clothes, I want to see things separately. That’s a sign of quality for me, that they want to show 

each piece by themselves. And not just on a table. I think that’s the most important part.” 

Heidi mentioned a very similar focus. With her preference for more sustainable products and 

special collections in fast fashion stores she has a clear strategy to look for quality pieces: 

“When I go in the store usually you can already see it how it is arranged because 

usually quality pieces are in a special collection with other pieces. Usually I go to the 

store and I don’t have to look through all of the things but I just look at that corner 

where it looks higher quality that they promote as more sustainable collection.” 
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Gina added to the overall store look also the importance of customer service and the shopping 

bags that the store provides. Her statement gives a good idea of how quality is an overall 

concept created by the brand, rather than only to be found in the garment itself: 

“[…] And also when you know that the person actually knows what he or she is 

talking about. They always talk about where it comes from, why they use these stitches, 

why they use the color on the stitches, why they use rubber buttons instead of plastic 

buttons and stuff like that.  So I think that as a shopper I more or less buy a concept 

rather than the actual product. Especially when I put money into it.” 

 

The shop environment, while being an important indicator in the general description, was 

hardly mentioned later on in the wardrobe description. This might simply be explained with 

respondents’ focus on the garment itself when presenting their items from their wardrobes. 

Also, the shop environment can be understood as an experience which creates a ‘brand 

perception’ that was important in chosen pieces (see further 4.1.2.3 Brand (Extrinsic)). 

 

4.1.1.3 Sustainability (Intrinsic and Extrinsic) 

Five respondents (Bella, Clara, Fiona, Heidi and Ida) showed an increased interest as well as a 

stronger quality perception of brands and materials with sustainability factors. The 

explanations varied from social issues as working conditions and overconsumption to the 

environmental impact of consumption and materials. Clara, for example, said: “Yes, but also 

the big dilemma is that is that cotton takes so much water to produce, so it is a very hard 

thing to balance what to choose that is environmentally friendly.” Fiona as well mentioned 

organic cotton as a quality material due to its lower environmental impact. Clara further 

linked these environmental issues to the problem of overconsumption, seeing the problem of 

limited resources:  

“Because what also interests me a lot is also the environmental impact. I always try to 

buy maybe more expensive stuff but less. You know, rather a few expensive pieces.” 

and continues saying “It feels good, I mean you wear things because you like them, 

you love them and when you can wear them a couple of  years more, it is just good. I 

think it is a very good investment. To the environment also of course.” 

 

Heidi takes a similar approach and tries to reduce her clothing consumption in an effort to be 

a more conscious consumer: “I think sustainable probably in a way of the amount that I buy 
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because I never go home with like 10 or 15 pieces. Usually I buy maybe 1 or 2 pieces, 

maximum if I buy something. So sustainable in the amount but also probably sustainable just 

thinking how much I am gonna use that product.” Ida, who feels less knowledgeable about 

materials and shows little interest in the fashion industry, trusts brands and specific stores in 

providing the better alternative. When seeking for quality, she goes to specific stores and 

researches their efforts in sustainability:   

“Like how they work, how good they are. I mean if you have a coat against rain, how 

long can I have it, is it refundable. When it’s broken or something like that. Or like if 

it’s good for the climate, and that they recycle. There are some brands that actually 

you can go and you can leave them [for recycling]. But I try to not buy things every 

month or every year.” 

 

Human rights issues in the production factories were another factor respondents consider. 

Clara explains:  

“I think it’s the process how it’s made, I am not really sure how this was made, but I 

mean that is what I think about a lot when it comes to my bags. Because it justifies the 

price, because I think ‘Ok, this is not child labour in Taiwan’ but I think ‘Ok, this is 

made in England and it has really good sewing to it’.”  

 

Heidi, who shows the strongest focus on sustainability and used the terms “quality” and 

“sustainability” equally, agreed with this: “Quality for me has to do with material but also 

how the product was made. But I have to say, you can use nice materials and then they are 

made by kids in China. And then it is unfortunately, you can’t really say it is a sustainable 

product.” Important to say, however, is that the knowledge and preference respondents show 

for sustainable garments, does only reflect little in their purchase behavior. Anna, Diana, 

Ellen and Gina all consider social issues of the industry, however, they all also stated to 

consume from fast fashion retailers. A commonly mentioned reason was the limited budget, 

as well as that respondents’ feel unable to make a change in the industry (see further 4.3.2 

Sustainability and Quality). Four respondents (Bella, Clara, Heidi and Ida) also used 

sustainability as an extra quality factor in their chosen ´’quality pieces’ later on, which proved 

the relevance of sustainability as a quality cue. 
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4.1.1.4 Price (Extrinsic) 

Four respondents (Anna, Diana, Fiona and Ida) mentioned aspects of the price as an indicator. 

Anna, for example, explained how the construction of a quality garment affects the price: 

“I don’t always search for super high quality. You know, it really depends what I’m 

searching for. Because my opinion is that usually for high quality you’re going to pay 

more. Because to produce a high quality piece it takes more, so it is natural that this 

piece is more expensive.” 

 

Ida made a very similar statement saying that “For me quality is similar to expensive and 

rare. So when I shop a lot of things, I don’t go for a lot of quality, but I like to have maybe 

one or two pieces of good quality.” Anna, however, also explained that the price relates a lot 

to the look of the apparel piece, which comes from the use of more expensive materials such 

as silk in a higher quality garment: 

“[…] I mean not necessarily better quality things are more expensive, I would not say 

that. But better looking things are more expensive. I think that’s how… I mean that is 

just my opinion. Because something that I will buy at New Yorker for 20 SEK, it just 

does not look better than a very nice silk blouse bought for 1500 SEK. You can’t buy 

silk cheaper, that’s a thing.” 

 

Further themes that were introduced as quality cues in general descriptions by at least three 

respondents were construction of the garment (seams/threads), the look and fit, the feel of the 

garment (thick/dense, soft), the production country and the durability of the product. Some of 

these gained in relevance in the wardrobe descriptions, particularly durability, and are 

explained in more detail below. 

 

4.1.2 Quality Description Based on Wardrobe Content 

Most intrinsic and extrinsic factors mentioned in general descriptions remained relevant also 

in the description of chosen ‘quality pieces’ such as a natural material, the material feel and 

the sustainability of the garment. Some of these, particularly the durability, the brand, a 

flawless/error-free construction, the price as well as sustainability factors became more 

important in the assessment of wardrobe pieces. Furthermore, respondents were using a 

greater variety of cues when describing apparel quality on the objects compared to their 

general descriptions. 
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4.1.2.1 Durability (Intrinsic) 

While the durability was mentioned by several of the nine respondents (Bella, Diana, Fiona 

and Ida) in their general description already, this factor was even more relevant when 

respondents assessed the quality after using a garment. Except for Fiona, all eight respondents 

chose garments in their ‘quality pieces’ that they felt have ‘proven’ their quality with a long-

lasting durability throughout frequent wearing and long ownership. Overall, the ‘proof’ that a 

garment does not change its look after time was the main quality indicator for respondents in 

their ‘quality pieces’. One respondent even added that it is difficult to assess quality on a new 

garment, as it has not demonstrated its quality yet. When asked for the reason for choosing the 

certain ‘quality pieces’ from her wardrobe, Ida, who feels she has a little knowledge about 

apparel quality and garments in general, says: “Because they are old I think. I mean for me to 

know that it is good quality, I have to have it for a long time. So it’s hard to say that it’s good 

quality if I just bought it yesterday.” 

 

 

Fiona, who did not choose her ‘quality pieces’ based on 

their durability but on extrinsic cues (price and brand), 

however, gave a similar answer. When demonstrating a 

dress and asked if she considers the garment itself of 

good quality she stated: 

 

"I think I only washed it 2 or 3 times and you know 

polyester can pill so that can be like a measurement of 

quality as well. And since I haven’t washed it that much, I 

am not sure." 

 

 

 

Further, Bella made an interesting statement linking quality to not only durability over 

frequent usage, but particularly to the desire to use a piece: 

"For me quality is not the expensive clothes. It is whatever you can use in a variety of 

things or in a long period of time. Because if you buy something very nice quality like 

if the fabric is very high quality but it is pair of pants that you never use, then for me it 

is not a good quality. Because if you don't use them, it is a bad quality, in my opinion.” 

Figure 2: Fiona’s quality dress 
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Her statement shows that for her, as one of the more sustainability-oriented respondents, 

clothing has to be in use to be considered as quality. Throughout the interview, Bella also 

introduced her own technique to sort out her closet in which she marks all items that she had 

not worn for a longer period of time with a white paper. In comparison to that other 

respondents also introduced ‘special occasion pieces’ among their quality choices that they 

stated to only use rarely. 

 

 

Furthermore, for Clara with a passion for authentic 

Vintage looks, a good quality piece does not only last, 

but it improves its look over time. Introducing her 

Vintage denim jacket she stated: 

 

“I think this neck broke and we had to fix it when I got 

them. But I mean they still look very good. I mean if you 

compare them to their age, I mean jeans jackets, they 

just get better with time. It’s just like leather jackets.” 

 

 

 

4.1.2.2 Price (Extrinsic) 

The price further remained as a relevant indicator for quality and was mentioned even more 

often in the quality assessment of wardrobe pieces compare to general descriptions (Anna, 

Diana, Ellen, Fiona, Gina and Ida). A good statement to exemplify this change was made by 

Ellen. In her general description about quality she stated that the price is not always a proof 

for quality: “[…] you may expect it to be more quality when you pay a higher price but I think 

there’s no reason to think it is higher quality just because you pay the price” and continued 

stating “I do still see the exceptions, even with a thing that is half the price, can be just as 

good as the one with the higher price”. However, when assessing her own items, she referred 

to the price of the garment and the expectations that came with that a lot more often.  This 

might be explained by the fact that interviewees perceive an increased value in the piece if 

they invested more money than they usually do in a piece.  

Figure 3: Clara’s quality denim jacket 
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Further, based on the sweater that Ellen presented in 

her quality pieces, she described how she was 

surprised by the quality as she considered the price 

quite low. She follows the belief that a lower price 

indicates a garment of less quality, stating: 

 

“The pullover, as I said, I didn’t expect it to be as 

good as it is for 400SEK. And that I have worn it a lot 

and I washed it a lot and it still looks good. I 

wouldn’t expect that for that price.” 

 

 

 

For some respondents, the price creates a perception of quality, even though the garment itself 

proves otherwise. Here, the price seems to be a proof of quality that even covers other low-

quality indicators as a lower quality material. Fiona, for example, who also stated a preference 

for natural materials and particularly cotton presented a polyester dress in her quality-pieces, 

explaining "This was quite expensive. It is only a polyester dress so it is nothing special about 

it. But the price was quite high, or it costs like 1000SEK. I am thinking that it has to be 

something special about it." 

 

This ‘promise’ that a higher price seems to make for respondents could also be noticed in 

Ida’s reaction when she pointed at her chosen ‘quality pieces’. For her, who also relates 

quality to a more sustainable and fairly produced garment, the price makes her hope for a 

fairer production: “I mean, I don’t know, maybe the people who make these clothes [points on 

high quality choices] also don’t get anything paid. But it feels like, if something is more 

expensive, hopefully it means something.” 

4.1.2.3 Brand (Extrinsic) 

While brands were mentioned only twice in general descriptions of apparel quality, this factor 

came up as a quality indicator much more when respondents evaluated garments of the own 

wardrobe. Here, the perceived ‘high quality brands’ differed, based on experience with the 

brand or the exclusiveness of the brand. For Ellen, Heidi and Ida, the brands they perceive as 

Figure 4: Ellen’s quality sweater 
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‘quality brands’ were less exclusive, however, the three stated to have a good experience and 

image of the certain labels. Ellen, for example, introduced her Levi’s jeans as ‘quality piece’ 

and mentioned her positive experience with the brand through previous jeans she owned. 

Further, she explained that the brand’s origin as a denim company gives her trust: “Actually I 

trust the brand so that’s why I didn’t really research on the product. Because I only know 

Levi’s from jeans. So I think, I am not sure if it’s true, but I think Levi’s started with jeans.” 

 

Ida, who prefers Swedish brands with more sustainable characters, said “Houdini is a good 

brand because it’s Swedish, it has a very good reputation. I had one sweater from them that I 

have for three years now and I wear it when I go to trekking and stuff, and it looks the same 

as when I bought it. So it is good quality, and surely I got inspiration from friends and a lot of 

people who are wearing Houdini.” Next to the sustainability efforts of the brand, Ida also 

mentioned more exclusive, high-end brands. When she was asked to explain what makes her 

choice of a dress a quality choice, she stated: “And also I think I am getting a bit fooled by the 

brand, that Tiger of Sweden is a nice brand and that makes me feel like ‘Yeah, this is high 

quality’.”  

 

Just as Ida, the exclusiveness of the brand was also used as a quality indicator by Clara, Fiona 

and Gina. Respondents showed clearly positive images of certain brands based on their 

reputation. While Gina has a clear image of GANT as a high quality brand due to the brand's’ 

reputation, Clara showed a great affection for Marc Jacobs and rare Vintage pieces from older 

Danish brands (names were unclear). 

 

4.1.2.4 Flawlessness (intrinsic) 

The flawlessness of a garment was already mentioned as a factor in the durability. There 

respondents described the durability as ‘It still looks the same after a lot of wear and wash’ or 

‘I don’t see any difference compared to when I got it’. The flawlessness of the garment, 

however, also plays a role when it comes to the construction of the garments. Five 

interviewees mentioned it when demonstrating their ‘quality pieces’ (Anna, Diana, Ellen, 

Gina and Ida). Most important in this assessment were the seams and durability of threads. 

Anna took a deep look into a coat that she recently purchased and said: “And the seams and it 

has no mistakes, no threads going out. The buttons are very nice and don’t fall off.”  
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Gina, who feels like ‘a complete stranger towards quality’, 

also used the seams as a main indicator: 

 

“You know when you actually can tell that the stitches and 

the seams are good, they are strong and … yeah, that is 

good quality for me. When me as a complete stranger 

towards quality in general could tell that this is something 

that is made with a lot of effort and it’s not some cheap 

stuff.” 

 

 

 

 

However, when being asked how she perceives if the production was “made with a lot of 

effort”, she made clear that this is nothing she can proof which indicates her lack of insight 

into garment construction: “Of course I can’t check it, it’s just a feeling that you get”. 

 

For some respondents, the fact that a garment that they initially considered as good quality 

has a flaw takes over the complete quality perception. When Ellen was asked to present a 

garment from her wardrobe that she considers bad quality she picked a shirt that she recently 

bought online and that had a seam unraveling on inside. She said: “This one. I think it’s a bad 

quality because of this [shows us unravelling of seam inside]. And this happened after two 

times of washing probably. And I bought it online at Zalando. It’s from GAP.  It looked good, 

and it fit good [when she just purchased it]. Yes, it feels good, I didn’t expect it to unravel 

here.” 

 

Further cues that were used by more than three respondents were the material (both fabric and 

its feel), the fulfilling of its purpose (both in the garment and its material) and the fact that a 

piece was ‘Vintage’.   

 

Figure 5: Gina’s quality blouse 
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4.1.3 Quality in Favorite Pieces 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We started the wardrobe discussion asking respondents to present their favorite pieces. This 

had the purpose of getting an idea of the relevance that quality plays for respondents, 

particularly when it comes to their preferred purchases. The most frequently mentioned 

factors that made garments ‘favorite pieces’ were: 1. Long-time favorites, 2. Versatility in 

combining, 3. Special pieces for special occasions, 4. Flattering fit and look, 5. Newness of 

the purchase and 6. The brand.  

 

Overall, the quality of a garment was mentioned rarely as a factor to make a garment a 

favorite. Only Anna, Clara and Heidi specifically stated that they like the quality in at least 

one of their favorite pieces. Even when introducing the quality as a ‘favorite factor’, Anna 

linked it more to the material look: “I am really into lighter colors right now and I like how it 

fits me and I really also like the quality of it. I mean I like the flow.” Overall, as introduced 

above, aesthetic factors were much more relevant in making a garment a ‘favorite’. 

 

Heidi, who showed the strongest interest in sustainability when describing her understanding 

of quality in general, mentioned how the aesthetics and the price still are the strongest 

influencers in her purchases. When asking what she bases her purchase decision on, she 

stated: “Number 1 is probably the look; if I can wear it for long time and I would still like it in 

a year then how easy to combine it. Then second it is the price. And probably the 3rd is 

Figure 6: Ellen's favorite/quality 

leather jacket 
Figure 7: Heidi's favorite/quality 

blouse 
Figure 8: Clara's 

favorite/quality sweater 
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material.” This again highlights how respondents’ attitude towards quality is not always 

represented in their general clothing purchases. 

 

However, when switching from favorite pieces to their ‘quality pieces’, it was noticeable that 

the majority of respondents chose one of their ‘favorites’ as a high quality piece, in total, 

seven of the nine respondents: Anna showed her Versace dress from her favorites and 

presented it as a quality piece due to the strong and dense material. Bella kept her jeans shirts, 

Clara her Marc Jacobs sweater, Diana her Levi’s jeans, Emma her red leather jacket, Heidi 

her cotton blouse and Ida her Tiger of Sweden dress. 

 

4.2 Findings of RQ2 

With the question ‘What sources of information do respondents make use of when assessing 

quality?’ we aimed to get an insight into how and what information respondents gather to 

evaluate apparel quality today. Also, we intended to reveal the effects of socialization on 

respondents’ approach to apparel and quality to get an insight into the perceptional differences 

between generations. 

 

Table 5: Key themes of RQ2 

Key Themes Mentioned by Total 

Number 

Experience (brand / 

material) 

Anna, Bella, Diana, Ellen, Fiona, Gina, Heidi and Ida 8 

Informal Education   

Self-Education / Media Anna, Bella, Clara, Diana, Ellen. Heidi and Ida 7 

Parents (mom) Anna, Clara, Diana, Fiona, Ellen and Ida 6 

Assumption based on 

reputation 

Ellen, Gina and Ida 3 

Discussions with 

friends 

Bella, Gina and Ida 3 

Formal Education   
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Profession Bella, Diana and Gina 3 

School Anna and Diana 2 

 

4.2.1 Information via Experience  

This study revealed that experience with materials and brands play a great role in 

respondents’ knowledge to assess apparel quality. All respondents except for Clara, make use 

of information they gained through their previous experiences with both materials and brands 

(eight out of nine). Diana, for example, has a broad knowledge of materials thanks to her 

studies and current work and mentioned how she uses her experience to be able to assess 

quality:  

“I will try to avoid all acrylic things because I have already had too many acrylic 

pieces that I have got rid of because they look very bad very quick and they are not 

nice to the body when you wear it, it gets sweaty. So that is something that to me is 

very bad quality and then I will not buy it.”  She further explained “It is the 

experience that makes me say no to it. […] and I think that probably no one goes to a 

store and buys something that they consider being bad quality. Then I think it is lack 

of experience of that type of quality if it shows bad later.” Also, while she presented 

her jeans that she picked as both favorite and quality piece, she referred to her 

experience with the brand: “I just felt that okay, since it is my favorite brand for jeans 

and also the special tag and also the fit that I really like […].” 

 

As mentioned earlier, Ellen tends to buy cotton not only due to her learnings from her mother 

but also her own experience with it. When she was asked to explain what she checks inside 

labels for, she said “If it is cotton and not polyester. It has to be at least 50-60% cotton 

because polyester stinks. And it doesn’t feel good on your skin”. She further mentioned 

regarding quality “When I feel it on my skin, when I wear it, I feel that I sweat a lot and I 

don’t feel comfortable in it when I think ‘ok I wear this shirt and I really sweat a lot’”. These 

statements clearly display her experience with materials and how she uses that as source of 

information to assess apparel quality. Also, she makes use of her shopping experiences from 

stores she visited before: “[…] I had a look in those shops and through my shopping 

experience there, to have a look on their pieces, I made the experience that I wouldn’t buy 

there.” 
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Similar to Ellen, fashion design student Anna also highlighted her brand preferences in her 

quality assessment. She mentioned that she visits stores where she experienced good quality 

products. In those cases, she puts more trust on the brand which takes away the need to check 

the product herself. She stated: “[…] sometimes I go to the store with the brand I like and I 

know most of the things are good quality so I don’t go by tag”.  

 

Bella, who prefers to buy second-hand clothes, buys less fast fashion due to her experiences 

with short-lasting garments from fast fashion brands. She made a differentiation between how 

she assesses quality in second hand stores compared to bigger retailers: “It depends on what 

store I am at. If I am in a second hand store, I assume that the quality is good because it has 

already been used by someone else. So if it still good, it is good quality. If I am at Gina Tricot 

or something, I think I hope the quality is good and then I buy it anyway because I like it or it 

feels good to my skin”. Her statement indicates that her experience with second hand 

garments is a source of knowledge to assess quality which she refers to durable garments. 

 

4.2.2 Information via Informal Education 

Two different types of informal education were particularly relevant for the respondents; 

media and mother. 

 

4.2.2.1 Self-Education / Media 

Some respondents referred to their own interest in textiles and materials while explaining how 

they get deeper knowledge in apparel quality (Anna, Bella, Clara, Diana, Heidi and Ida). The 

interest is either supported by formal education or via own research. Several of respondents 

spoke of social media including online articles and news as a way to inform themselves 

(Bella, Clara, Ellen, Heidi, Ida). 

 

Anna, for example, as a fashion design student, indicated both her studies and own interest as 

a way to inform herself:  

“Well, I studied fashion. But it is also about personal interest. […] I think it really 

depends on your personal interest. I don’t think it is easy to inform yourself. I learnt 

this in school and all the processes. So I can sometimes recognize the jeans, for 
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example when one leg goes to the middle I know ‘oh they used the wrong thread, it is 

not good’. I know those things that someone else wouldn’t know and I think it is not 

that easy to find out for others what a quality piece is.”  

 

Heidi, who considers production conditions of a garment and environmental friendly 

materials as quality indicators, finds it hard to inform herself about apparel quality as Anna 

does. When she was asked to explain how she gathers information:  

“That is really difficult I have to say. Well you can see where the piece was made from 

because that is the information that all the companies have to put in to the label of the 

product. Also news, I would say, or articles you read online. […] I think first of all it 

is to educate yourself a bit about what are the materials that are used in apparel, what 

are the benefits but also the negative sides of materials, some materials are really bad 

for the environment. And then the differences between the materials for example even 

differences between cotton, organic cotton, recycled cotton. This kind of things. I think 

it is more about you educate yourself. It is something you have to yourself. And then it 

is a lot about checking, paying attention, reading. But it is more that people have to do 

it themselves.” 

 

Another respondent who is interested in self-education, Ida, also mentioned the difficulty of 

reaching information: 

 “I think it’s hard, I mean I try to read some news on it. And we have this… My 

boyfriend is in one of these groups that is good for the environment so we get 

newspapers home and then they say ‘this fabric isn’t good’ or ‘this company you 

shouldn’t buy from…’ so that is a way of getting that information.” 

 

Even though she is an outsider of textile industry, Ellen mentioned working conditions in 

Bangladesh as a fact in evaluating a garment’s quality. She referred to media when she was 

asked about the source of this information: “Through social media, or news sides, or news on 

TV. […] even from friends, or what you read online and Instagram. Even in the online shop 

through the…sometimes you have the references from people who bought it already. They 

share their experience.” Just as Ellen, Bella and Clara referred to media as a source of their 

knowledge. Bella, for example, stated “Yeah, maybe from social media to get inputs. But 

mostly, I am like a person in the world so I know that we have problems like with work and 

child labor and with the environment like we put poison in the water and stuff”. 
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4.2.2.2 Parents / Mother 

Several of the respondents mentioned their mother’s contribution to their knowledge in 

assessing apparel quality. Although few referred to their father as well, six out of nine 

respondents gained information through their mother’s teaching, particularly during childhood 

(Anna, Clara, Diana, Fiona, Ellen and Ida). Some relate their mother’s knowledge of materials 

to their quality assessment while some refer to their mother’s store and purchasing 

preferences. Diana, for example, explained her sympathy for second hand stores with saying 

“I think because my mom, when I was little, she always brought me to all the different second 

hand stores here in Gothenburg. And also when we were travelling, we always tried to find 

second hand stores.”  

 

Anna, who has great insight into materials thanks to her studies and own interest, stated “I 

think I know more than my friends and parents. However, I think it’s always good to kind of 

remember some information from your parents because they have a lot of experience with 

quality. That is also something that teaches you a lot of things.” This emphasizes that even 

though formal education within the field is a definite way to gather information, the parents 

have a strong influence. 

 

Fiona, who directly relates cotton to quality, explained her strong intention to buy cotton: 

“Maybe it is from my parents, the way I grew up. I know my mother likes cotton very 

much as well. So it could be that I am affected by her. Otherwise I don’t know 

actually.[…] I know she is also having hard time to wear like wool because of the 

sticky feeling. I think I am very much affected by her actually.”  

 

Checking inside labels to get to know the material composition to assess quality is something 

the majority of the respondents do either out of an own interest or a habit received from their 

mother. Ellen, for example, who tends to buy cotton garments, explained why she checks the 

inside label: “I learned it from my mom. She always checked the clothes, she always told me 

‘don’t buy this, there’s not enough cotton in it’ or stuff. And even to just check the price.” 

 

As presented, parents, particularly mothers, consciously or unconsciously serve as a source of 

knowledge within apparel quality and have a high influence on respondents’ shopping 
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behavior. The effect of the mother will also be mentioned further under 4.2.4 Socialization. 

 

4.2.3 Information via Formal Education 

There were two formal education ways of gathering information in apparel introduced by 

respondents; profession and school. 

 

4.2.3.1 Profession 

Due to the fact of working or having a background within the textile industry, the profession 

was mentioned by Diana and Gina as a way of gaining knowledge to be able to evaluate 

quality. Diana, for whom the material composition and long life-time of a garment are quality 

indicators, mentioned that she always checks inside labels for the information of material 

composition and care instructions before she buys the garment. She motivated her behavior 

with saying “I think that from the beginning it is my own interest in textiles, in garment, in 

clothing, in everything. And my interest together with my job of course makes me very aware 

of what I am buying when it comes to clothes” further stating “I am like damaged from 

work”.  

 

Further, even though being an outsider of textile industry but working in a poison-free pre-

school, Bella indicated her job as a reason to have deeper insight into sustainability and thus 

according to her quality issues. She stated “In my work, I gather a lot of information because 

we are working with the poison-free pre-school. It is a thing that every pre-school has to do. 

We sort all the dangerous plastic away. We place it with wood and yeah. We also know a lot 

of stuff about fabrics so we get to know. So that's why I know so much”. 

 

4.2.3.2 School 

Three out of nine respondents (Anna, Diana & Fiona) have an education background within 

the textile field and two of them (Anna & Diana) referred to their studies as a source of 

information to assess quality. Although Fiona has studied in textile field, when asked for it, 

she did not recall any educational information regarding assessing apparel quality. 
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4.2.4 Socialization 

This study revealed that for five respondents (Anna, Bella, Clara, Diana & Ellen), the 

environment and values they grew up with still play some role in the way they assess quality 

today. Anna, for example, while talking about her childhood stated: 

“[…] I was always shopping with my mom, so she probably had a lot of impact on me 

there suggesting things, but I don’t remember. But she probably also took me to stores 

where she knew it is not very bad cheaply made clothes. So in that way nothing 

changed, so I still buy things that I like, so no, I can’t say I buy totally different”. She 

further mentioned the effect of socialization among generations in quality assessment: 

“[…] but my mom grew up without resources around. So all the clothes were sewn for 

her by my grandmother. So I think that is where she kind of learnt how the good items 

are made, or should be made and how it should feel”. 

 

Just as Anna, Diana also mentioned her primary socialization in her quality assessment. The 

way she was socialized towards ‘second hand as quality’ from her childhood stage explains 

why she tends to consider second hand as quality today: 

“[…] my mom has always been very interested in textiles and everything like that. She 

has been sewing very much and I think I got very much from her. She has always been 

the one who is checking the tags and everything like that. And she has of course been 

spreading this thinking within my family. […] When I grew up, my mom was very into 

going to second hand stores and buying things for herself and for rest of the family of 

course. […] and I think that since I had this second hand thinking from a very early 

age, it has affected my view of consuming, of course”.  

 

On the other hand, in contrast to the five respondents mentioned above, the other four (Fiona, 

Gina, Heidi and Ida) do not see their primary socialization as an important fact on how they 

assess quality today. Heidi, for example, mentioned how different her approach towards 

quality is now compared to her childhood. Furthermore, she explained how today the younger 

generation serves as socialization agent for older generations:  

“[…] my mom never said ‘Oh no you shouldn’t go there because things are made in 

China and the quality is not so good’. We could buy whatever we wanted. I remember 

sometimes, I bought maybe 10-20 different pieces. Nowadays I can’t imagine anymore 

buying so many pieces. Back then, my mom didn’t say anything. It was just about the 

amount […] So we pay more attention to quality and I think in that sense we maybe 
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influence more the older generation than the older generation influences us”.   

 

Considering personal experience, media, school and work as secondary socialization agents, it 

was also noticeable that secondary socialization influences all respondents’ knowledge to 

assess quality. 

 

4.3 Findings of RQ3 

With the question ‘To what extent does quality carry an extra value for respondents?’ we 

aimed to get an insight into subconscious values that arise in their meaning-creation of 

apparel quality. We intended to investigate whether respondents attach any extra meanings to 

their ‘quality pieces’ that evoke particular feelings. Further, sustainability was considered as 

an additional value in assessing apparel quality. 

 

4.3.1 Symbolic Meanings 

Most of the respondents stated that they do not attach any subconscious meanings to their 

chosen ‘quality pieces’. Three of the nine respondents, however, made interesting comments 

about how they feel when wearing their chosen ‘quality pieces’ compared to the rest of their 

wardrobe. Anna, for example, explained how she feels her ‘quality pieces’ make a better 

statement to her social surrounding: “Well, I would say they make me feel more special. They 

also make me feel like I made a good choice. I really feel like I look the best that I can look 

[...] But when I communicate I want people to think ‘Ok, she is dressed well. She has nice 

clothes and it looks pulled together’ And you know, just look nice and appealing.” Clara made 

a very similar statement about the communication strength of these pieces: “I think the things 

that I buy that are fast fashion, they are not as strong statements. They are fine, I love them, 

they look really good, but these are just cool. They are like standing out, like really showing 

… more.” 

 

Heidi also compared the feeling of wearing her ‘quality pieces’ to her fast fashion items in her 

wardrobe and said: “Obviously it gives me a good feeling because you feel like you are doing 

something good for the environment but also socially. It makes you more comfortable I have 

to say. Because sometimes you look down and you are like ‘I am almost embarrassed of what 

I am wearing’ [...] it is something you are proud of that you invested in this piece and you did 
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something good and didn’t have any environmental impact or at least not such a bad impact. 

So you feel proud and good about yourself.”  

 

4.3.2 Sustainability and Quality 

The interviews revealed that all the nine respondents are aware of different sustainability 

issues of the industry such as social and environmental effects. However, this awareness 

showed different effects on the quality perception of respondents. 

 

As previous studies revealed a connection between quality and durability (e.g. Kim, 2010) as 

well as sustainability and durability (Hill & Lee’s, 2012), we assumed that respondents also 

see a direct connection between quality and sustainability. The findings, as presented earlier 

under 4.1 Findings of RQ1, surprisingly did not only prove this, but even showed that most 

respondents use sustainability as a cue in their definition of quality in general (Bella, Clara, 

Fiona, Heidi and Ida). This was proven when these respondents, except for Fiona, further used 

various sustainability factors in their chosen ‘quality pieces’. For example, Heidi presented an 

organic cotton blouse as ‘quality piece’ due to the more environmental-friendly material. 

Clara further mentioned the ability to wear ‘quality’ items for a longer time, which she called 

“a good investment. Also for the environment” (see 4.1.1.3 Sustainability (Intrinsic and 

Extrinsic)). This showed that sustainability is more than just a subconscious value for these 

respondents but is actively used as a quality cue. 

 

For most of the respondents (Anna, Diana, Fiona, Ellen and Gina), however, their awareness 

of these issues does not affect neither their quality assessment nor their purchase behavior. 

Fiona, for example, who mentioned organic cotton as a quality cue in her general assessment 

due to its low environmental footprint, still admitted to purchase and own low-priced 

polyester garments, mostly due to her limited budget.  

 

Several respondents are particularly aware of social issues as child labor and bad working 

conditions. Although Anna, Diana, Ellen and Gina all think about social issues of the 

industry, this does not influence a change in their purchase behavior for mostly fast fashion 

clothing. Gina who stated that she enjoys being a ‘naive consumer’ explained the reason for 

this saying: “Ignorance and it’s not really… I can’t relate. I think it would maybe be different 

if I would actually come and see a factory with child workers, maybe I would see things 
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different. But it’s the same thing with McDonalds: We know that the chickens are being sliced 

to chicken nuggets alive but still we eat it, because we can’t relate.”  A similar statement was 

made by Ellen, who feels that her purchase behavior has no influence on issues of the 

industry: “[...] I see it is made in Bangladesh, of course I see the point that the conditions in 

Bangladesh might be not as good as it would be somewhere else to produce stuff. But I think I 

won’t be the reason they would change it, if I don’t buy”.  

 

4.4  Consumer Profiles 

A great benefit of this study was the ability to meet respondents at their homes and have 

informal and very insightful conversations with these young women. Thus, we could get a 

broader image of the person’s character, rather than only ticking off research topics. 

Therefore, we decided to group interviewees into consumer profiles that give an overall 

picture of the person and her values and preferences.  Four profiles could be derived from the 

findings of the interviews. The observation of interviewee’s living standard and the overall 

conversation flow as well as gestures and mimics of interviewees were highly influential in 

the description of these profiles. While some interviewees showed characteristics of several 

profiles, they were categorized by the strongest connection to one profile. Similarities in the 

‘key themes’ as well as the choice of garments and general information about the interviewee 

and her relation to fashion were influential in dividing interviewees into profiles. 
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 The Fashionable Bargain Shopper (Anna, Diana, 

Gina) 

‘I buy without a need when the price is good’ 

Her excitement about fashionable bargains and new items 

as well as her limited budget make her a loyal fast fashion 

consumer. Although not all her purchases are based on 

quality, material and life-time of a garment are the most 

important factors to consider for her in apparel quality. 

Due to her background in the apparel industry she has a 

good general knowledge about textiles and industry 

matters as sustainability issues. Hence, she pays particular 

attention to finer materials when aiming for quality. 

Aesthetic factors play an important role in her assessment, 

as she has a strong desire to express herself through 

fashion.  

 

 

The Vintage-Statement Lover (Bella and Clara) 

‘Good pieces get better with time’ 

The Vintage-Statement Lover appreciates good statement pieces 

with a history. She does not back away from second-hand and 

vintage shops and sees quality in durability and timelessness. 

She has a strong emotional bond to her clothes and values the 

quality proven in her inherited pieces of years and years. 

However, her simultaneous desire to communicate her changing 

mood and identity draws her into big retail stores due to the 

affordable and wide product range. She is very aware of 

sustainability issues of the industry, considers them in her 

wardrobe and aims for a more sustainable consumption. 
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The Functional Clothing User (Ellen and Fiona) 

‘I can’t wear ‘fashion’; I buy what I need and is comfortable’ 

The Functional Clothing User is not interested in fashion and 

hence, does not consider herself as fashion consumer. For her, 

clothing must be comfortable and easy to combine. She purchases 

when she realizes a gap in her wardrobe. She has a clear quality 

expectation of certain brands and products which makes her 

purchases more convenient. Extrinsic cues as the price and brand 

name are the major facts influencing her quality expectation. She 

generally does less research into the background of products she 

purchases. While being aware of social issues of the industry, she 

does not consider herself as the one making a change. 

 

 

 

Conscious Fashion Consumer (Heidi and Ida) 

‘I feel embarrassed wearing less sustainable’ 

The Conscious Fashion Consumer makes the strongest use of 

sustainability as a quality indicator of all profiles. For her, brands and 

collections with a more conscious philosophy as well as environmental 

friendly materials create her quality perception. She feels less 

comfortable in affordable and disposable fast fashion items, yet, also 

finds these in her wardrobe. She strongly believes in quality over 

quantity consumption.   

 

4.5 Interesting Findings Unrelated to RQs 

Apart from the answers for the research questions, our study revealed a few more interesting 

yet unexpected findings. 

 

4.5.1 Quality Accessories and Disposable Apparel 

An interesting extra finding of the study was the special attention respondents pay to quality 

when it comes to accessories, particularly bags and shoes. Anna, Clara, Ellen, Gina and Ida all 
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mentioned that they are willing to invest more money into high quality accessories. The most 

commonly mentioned reason is that these items are used more frequently and longer, and 

therefore should last longer. 

“I think the most money I spend are on shoes, jeans and jackets. Because those things 

I buy for definitely a longer time. So I keep this stuff for longer. And like things I wear 

on top, like shirts, pullovers, blouses, like 500SEK is not the maximum. But when I 

look in my wardrobe most of the things are not more than 500SEK. Of course, I have 

some things I did pay more. But in general I don’t pay more than 500Sek for a thing 

on top.” – Ellen 

 

That apparel products are more disposable is something several respondents agree on (Anna, 

Ellen, Gina and Ida). Ellen, who prefers basic tops that she can combine easily explained how 

she exchanges these seasonally “Of course, when it’s just a basic from H&M, it’s easier for 

me to throw it out and buy another one.". Gina stated to own much more high-quality shoes: 

“But I can relate to it because I have more expensive shoes than I have clothes.” 

 

4.5.2 Small Quality Ratio in Wardrobes  

This idea was also represented in the perceived share of quality in their wardrobes. As seen in 

the Table 3: Interviewee information and quality ratio in wardrobe, Except for Anna, the 

respondents stated that 50% or less of their wardrobe consist of quality apparel with an 

average of 34% for all respondents. Anna stated that “I think maybe 70% is good quality. Not 

amazing quality but good, meaning that for the price paid, the garment is durable and nice.” 

Her statement proofs that she actually questions the quality of the 70% as she only related the 

quality to the price she paid for the garment.  

 

A major reason for not investing in quality items was the limited budget that respondents live 

with and the opportunities fast fashion chains provide, mentioned by Anna, Clara, Diana, 

Gina and Heidi. In return, we asked respondents about their attitude towards second-hand 

purchases. However, only three respondents (Bella, Clara and Diana) showed a greater 

interest in second hand. Gina, for example, explained “I don’t like the feeling of wearing 

something that someone else has worn.” Other respondents (Ellen and Fiona) simply stated to 

not have any experience with second-hand shops. 
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Clara explained her low-quality percentage in her closet saying: “I wish it was more reflected 

than it is. But I mean, it is a constant inner battle because you want to be… You want to think 

about sustainability and stuff but you just don’t have money. You are young and you want to 

express yourself and it is so hard.”  Diana made a similar statement explaining the lack of 

finances to afford high-quality items:  

“The thing is that if I was a very rich girl then I would probably have even better 

quality. [...] You know like Filippa K you can go and buy maybe a t-shirt for 800SEK 

when you can go to H&M and get almost exactly the same t-shirt for 80SEK. So like 

10% of that price. But of course the quality, there is a big difference. But I am not at 

that level that I would go and put that big money for a little t-shirt. So I think that it is 

not really fair because I think my wardrobe is a bit less good quality than my 

mindset.” 

 

This coincides with most of these respondents also perceiving high quality through a higher 

price (Anna, Clara, Diana, Fiona and Gina). Fiona who feels that quality is not represented in 

her wardrobe, stated to not aim for a change in her purchase behavior even if she had the 

budget for it: “I think I have this mindset like no matter how much I earn right now. It feels 

like I still have the student mindset even though I worked for almost 3 years now. Maybe it is 

different in 10 years, I don’t know, but at this moment I would say that it would have been the 

same, no matter what.” 

 

5 Analysis & Discussion 

Our research study gave interesting insights into respondents’ general quality understanding 

as well as their strategies to assess quality on their own experienced garments. Respondents’ 

most commonly used strategy of assessing quality in general was by product touch and by 

checking material blends, supporting existing literature (e.g. Hines & O’Neal, 1995. In their 

wardrobe descriptions respondents showed a greater variety in their personal understanding 

of quality, also affected by their cultural environment, as already suggested by McCracken 

(1986). The most interesting findings are discussed and analyzed in relation to previous 

literature below.  
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5.1 Sustainability as a Cue for Apparel Quality 

While the literature review did suggest a relation between quality and sustainability, we did 

not specifically ask for the role of sustainability throughout the interview with the intention to 

see if respondents naturally addressed this relation. Hence, we got surprised when all nine 

respondents, with or without a background in the industry, independently introduced issues of 

the industry as a topic in the quality discussion. This proves Lazarevic’s (2012) and Hill and 

Lee (2012)’s suggestions that Gen Y is well-aware of environmental and social problems. 

 

Further, previous studies never revealed sustainability as a cue to for quality. Even more 

surprising and revealing, therefore, was that many respondents actively made use of 

sustainability factors (both the product sustainability, as well as the brand’s consciousness) in 

their definition and assessment of apparel quality. Both extrinsic and intrinsic factors that 

related to sustainability were used by the interviewees as quality cues: In other words, a 

brand’s consciousness about the environmental and social impacts of their actions was 

mentioned (‘extrinsic sustainability cue’) as well as environmental friendliness of the material 

and its durability (‘intrinsic sustainability cues’). Previous research already revealed that Gen 

Y mostly relates sustainability of a garment to its durability (Hill & Lee, 2012). Considering 

the statements of some respondents about the benefit of being able to own and use a garment 

longer, and hence, consume less, supports this literature finding.  

 

On the other hand, Hill and Lee (2012) also suggest that this generation lacks a deeper 

understanding of environmental sustainability as well as the importance of the garment care in 

this. Our study can neither approve nor deny these suggestions, as our research questions 

investigated only a perceived relation between quality and sustainability as sub-topic. 

Respondents’ knowledge in the field was not focus of the study. Further, as the care label was 

not mentioned in this study in relation to sustainability, the finding by Hill and Lee (2012) 

that care label information is considered as the least important factor for sustainability cannot 

be completely supported. 

 

The literature review further provided a good insight into more multidimensional cues that 

consumers use in assessing apparel quality with a particular focus on intrinsic cues - those that 

are a part of the garment itself - and extrinsic cues - those that are detachable (e.g. Swinker & 

Hines, 2006; Kim, 2010). In this study we paid particular attention also to variances between 
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the relevance of intrinsic and extrinsic cues in general descriptions of apparel quality, 

compared to when respondents had already experience a garment (wardrobe content).  Some 

interesting conclusions about respondents’ ability to assess apparel quality could be made 

from this: 

 

5.2 Durability as ‘Quality Proof’ Highlights Knowledge Gap  

A garments’ durability as quality cue showed the strongest increase in importance from 

respondents’ general description (mentioned by four respondents) to their description on 

wardrobe content (mentioned by eight respondents). This coincides with the finding by Brown 

and Rice (2014) who suggest that with the use of a garment, its functional performance 

becomes the main quality indicator. Thus, our study can support previous literature that 

revealed performance as one of the most relevant quality indicators (Lennon & Fairhurst, 

1994; Forsythe et al., 1996; Swinker & Hines, 2006). 

 

Considering the importance of durability as the most frequently mentioned quality cue, this 

highlights the relevance of experience with the garment. With our purpose statement in mind, 

we can, thus, state that this study fulfills its purpose. As the findings showed, some 

respondents even stated to find it difficult to assess quality on a newly purchased garment. 

The role of product ownership and usage became generic for the assessment strategy of many 

of our respondents.  

 

The reliance on ‘proven durability’ further highlights a lack of insight into garment 

construction and general fiber structures, that could inform respondents about the durability of 

the garment before the purchase. This pre-purchase knowledge would eliminate a need for 

‘proof’. More critical authors of previous literature criticize the absence of curiosity and in-

depth thinking of Gen Y (Schofield & Honoré, 2010). While our study cannot support a lack 

of curiosity and interest in the field by our respondents, a gap in their knowledge on apparel 

quality seemed to be evident. The study, as mentioned earlier, also found that respondents 

made use of a lot of ‘assumptions’, stating to trust their feeling as they perceived it difficult to 

check quality in garment construction and inform themselves.  
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5.3 Extrinsic Cues Reduce Quality Insecurities  

As Sullivan et al. (2012) suggest, Gen Y is a particularly brand-conscious consumer group. 

Our study does not only prove this, but also made an interesting point in how this brand 

consciousness influences quality perceptions. The brand as well as the price became more 

important and were more frequently used as a quality cue in the description of wardrobe 

content compared to respondents’ general description of apparel quality. As introduced 

earlier, while intrinsic cues were generally more relevant in quality assessments, several 

studies already emphasized the importance of the brand as an additional quality cue (e.g. 

Davis, 1985; Lennon & Fairhurst, 1994; Pujara & Chaurasia, 2011). As Davis (1985) found in 

his study, the labeling of a product influences the quality perception of that garment. Yet, in 

his study the labeling with designer/high-end brands did not trigger a stronger quality 

perception than medium-ranged labels. Our research supports this finding as respondents 

made use of various brands as quality assessors, both more exclusive ones as Tiger of Sweden 

and Versace, as well as medium-ranged ones as Levi’s and Gant. A reasonable explanation 

seems to be respondents’ insecurity with their quality assessment. As mentioned earlier, 

respondents showed a more uncertain behavior when being asked to assess the quality of their 

own garments, sometimes even verbalizing their doubt to be able to assess quality. Previous 

literature showed similar findings: Miyazaki et al. (2005) suggest that extrinsic cues are 

commonly used when consumers are in doubt about the quality of a product.  

 

The price as quality cue showed a similar development in respondents’ assessments; 

considering that insecurity about quality assessment by many respondents it was not 

surprising that a higher price was mentioned more frequently when assessing wardrobe 

content, too. Previous studies showed various findings on the relevance of the price on quality 

perceptions: Kim (2010) could not verify the price as an important quality indicator. Brown 

and Rice (2014) as well as Bubonia (2014), however, highlight the importance of the price as 

a quality cue. Our study proved that the price gains in relevance when respondents are asked 

to assess a particular item, and can thus verify some of the previous literature.  

 

5.4 Versatility over Trendiness 

While previous literature suggested aesthetics as a main cue for quality (e.g. Pujara & 

Chaurasia, 2011; Forsythe et al., 1996), in our study, aesthetics were among the less 
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frequently used quality cues. Some aesthetic cues that were mentioned almost exclusively in 

the description on wardrobe specimens were the versatility / wearability of the garment and its 

‘vintage look’. More revealing was that seven respondents (except for Fiona and Ida) 

presented at least one garment in their ‘quality choice’ that they state to wear on a daily basis 

due to its versatility. Three respondents further specifically state the versatility of some of 

their chosen ‘quality pieces’ as a quality factor (Bella, Diana and Heidi). Bella’s statement 

that a garment needs to be wearable to be qualitative (see 4.1.2 Quality Description Based on 

Wardrobe Content) was particularly interesting here. Abraham-Murali and Littrell’s (1995) 

suggestions that a ‘classic design’ serves as quality factor could be, hence, verified. The 

‘versatility’ as a quality was further set relation to the durability, as a frequent wear served as 

‘quality proof’ for the respondents. The finding by Pujara and Chaurasia (2011) that the 

trendiness of a garment enhances the perceived quality could not be supported as trendiness 

was not introduced as a cue for apparel quality. While the media and previous literature 

frequently introduce Gen Y as ‘trend conscious’ and ‘trendsetters’ (e.g. Lazarevic, 2012) this 

study ‘s respondents showed a greater interest in more timeless styles. This might be 

explained by the fact that only two respondents (Anna and Diana) considered themselves as 

trend- and fashion-oriented consumers (see 4.4 Consumer Profiles).  

 

In a nutshell, the comparison of general descriptions and those on wardrobe content showed 

that intrinsic cues became more manifold in the wardrobe description (see Table 4: Key 

themes of RQ1). In other words, respondents made use of a greater variety of intrinsic cues. 

While this, obviously, can be explained by the fact that the items made the description less 

‘abstract’ and allowed for more aspects to talk about, it was also proven by previous research 

that the experience with a garment enables to give a more manifold and deep assessment (e.g. 

Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 1995).  

 

5.5 Mother and Media as Socialization Agents 

The interviews revealed that respondents with textile background, either via school or work, 

have a broad knowledge in quality assessment. This supports DeLong’s (1998) statement that 

education and knowledge have a great impact on how individuals perceive the world around 

them. However, surprisingly the knowledge does not lead these respondents to make more 

‘quality’ purchases.  
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Within the educated information, informal education such as media and parents seems to be 

more common sources of knowledge than formal education among the respondents. However, 

this can be due to the dominance of respondents with different school backgrounds and 

professions such as medical doctor, graphic designer and pre-school teacher.  

 

The most commonly mentioned sources of informal knowledge are firstly media; including 

social media, online articles, news as well as newsletter subscription, and secondly parents, 

particularly mothers. In this vein, media and mothers can be considered as socialization agents 

which supports the findings of Moschis and Moore (1978) that parents, peers and media are 

the major socialization agents. However, peers were not frequently mentioned agents in this 

study as in Moschis and Moore (1978).  The respondents mostly referred to media as a source 

where they gather knowledge about materials and working conditions in production countries 

which influences their perception of apparel quality. This finding aligns with Sullivan et al.’s 

(2012) statement that Gen Y lives connected to social media and share opinions and 

experiences about brands worldwide. Also Schofield and Honoré, (2010) and Lazarevic, 

(2012) support this finding with considering Gen Y as an interactive generation and as 

generation who uses networking approach in their learning processes. The respondents reach 

information about brands and production processes, such as whether they use child labor, 

through sharing on social media which then affects their knowledge and thus criteria for 

quality assessment. Although, the knowledge in environmental and social aspects of materials 

and textile industry has an influence on respondents’ quality assessment, it does not have a 

significant effect on most respondents purchase decisions. 

 

Furthermore, while explaining the factors that the respondents consider in assessing quality, 

several of them referred to their childhood memories and the role of their mother. ‘My mom 

buys cotton’, ‘my mom used to bring me to … stores’ and ‘my mom always told me … is 

good quality’ were commonly used sentences by the respondents to express where their 

knowledge comes from. Although the respondents and their mothers are from different 

generations and thus grew up with different opportunities in apparel industry, it is noticed that 

respondents gained some general knowledge during their upbringing such as ‘natural fibers 

are a sign of good quality’. As introduced earlier in the literature, primary socialization is 

consumer’s learnings during childhood (Oetting & Donnermeyer, 1998; Ekström et al., 2015) 

while adaptation during adulthood refers to secondary socialization (Watne et al., 2011; 

Ekström et al., 2015). This study’s findings indicate that mothers are the main as socialization 
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agents during primary socialization while media becomes a more influential agent in the 

respondent’s secondary socialization. Besides the media and the mother, discussions with 

friends, brand reputations and floor staff are the rarely mentioned informal education sources 

of gathering knowledge and thus least influential socialization agents in the field of apparel 

quality. 

 

5.6 Use of Experience to Assess Quality 

A goal in this study was to reveal whether the abstract way of gathering knowledge through 

media and internet affect Gen Y consumers’ ability to physically assess material quality. The 

interviews showed that the role of media as an information source regarding materials and 

particularly social issues within the fashion industry cannot be underestimated. However, 

when physically assessing material quality, respondents make use of information rather 

gained through their previous experiences with garment than media. Overall the respondents, 

for instance, tend to consider cashmere as good quality and base this knowledge on their 

previous experiences with the material; soft feel on skin, long lifetime and resistance to 

change shape after wash. This finding supports DeLong’s (1998) statement that perceiving 

through our senses, which in this case is the soft feel on skin, is strongly connected to our 

previous experiences and this experienced information creates the base for comparisons and 

the final assessment of a situation. Several of the respondents also based the reason why they 

consider cotton as good quality on their previous experiences, besides their mother's teachings 

or media. In addition to the material experiences, some respondents recall their experiences 

with brands when creating knowledge. They rely on the brand names that they have good 

experiences from before in terms of quality. In some cases, experienced brand name refers to 

the store type such as fast-fashion and secondhand. In a nutshell, this study revealed that 

respondents make use of the experienced information as well as formal and informal educated 

information, as suggested by DeLong (1998). 

 

Overall, in our study we noticed that the respondents have their own idea of what quality is 

and what factors they need to seek for while searching quality. However, the knowledge does 

not completely reflect their purchase decisions and what they have in their wardrobes. An 

important additional finding is that all the respondents, regardless of having a background in 

fashion, find it hard to inform themselves even though they have an interest in fashion. In this 

vein, we support Yuille’s (2015) statement that questions the endorsement of apparel quality 
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when there is not enough understanding of it:“Therefore one must question the motivation of 

the industry to enter into a debate around appropriate levels of quality, when the customer 

cannot currently comprehend or even measure it”. 

 

5.7 No Symbolic Meanings of Quality Apparel 

As introduced earlier by Banister and Hogg (2004) objects have more than only a tangible 

function, but may carry symbolic meanings for consumers. However, the findings of our 

study revealed that most of our respondents do not consciously attach any specific meaning to 

the items they consider ‘high quality’, compared to their ‘favorite pieces’. Only three 

respondents mentioned ‘added values’ that related to a more confident feeling while wearing 

their ‘quality pieces’ such as feeling ‘dressed well’ (Anna) or feeling ‘less embarrassed than 

when wearing fast fashion’ (Heidi). This relates to previous research findings suggesting that 

quality items provide confidence (Abraham-Murali & Littrell, 1995) and that high quality is 

influential on females’ self-confidence and the way they assume how others see them. (Hines 

& O’Neal, 1995). It further verifies that Gen Y’s consumption is driven by their desire to 

increase their self-esteem and their social image (Yuille, 2015).  

 

6 Conclusion 

In the following this research study will be concluded by highlighting how and to what extent 

the purpose of our research study was fulfilled. General recommendations based on the most 

revealing findings are made.  

 

To investigate how young women of generation Y define what apparel quality means for them 

based on their personal wardrobe content was an idea that we developed as Textile 

Management graduates with a great interest into the consumption society in the textile 

industry. The education stimulated a more critical thinking about issues that arise from the 

opportunities that this market provides to consumers today. While we discuss garments and 

fabrics on a daily basis, as researchers we acknowledge that consumers with a different 

professional background may take different factors and other knowledge sources into account 

when creating their own perception of quality.  
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We reached our purpose by visiting and interviewing nine young females and discussing 

apparel quality in general as well as based on their own garments. Throughout the 

conversation, findings that support previous literature could be acknowledged, while at the 

same time some more unsuspected results were revealed such as a generally small share of 

quality items in wardrobes and respondents’ preference for quality in accessories rather than 

apparel.  

 

The findings revealed various intrinsic as well as extrinsic quality cues as relevant; their 

importance, however, differed in general compared to wardrobe descriptions of apparel 

quality. When being asked for a general description of apparel quality, respondents most 

commonly indicated the feel of the material, the natural composition of the fabric, as well as 

extrinsic cues as the price and shop environment. However, the importance of these cues 

differed in their description of quality items from their own wardrobes. While intrinsic cues 

were predominant in the wardrobe descriptions, the price and the brand were more frequently 

used than in general definitions. Thus, in accordance with previous literature our study could 

support a hypothesis that brand and price serve as support if insecurities arise surrounding the 

quality of a product. Particularly surprising was also the shift in relevance of a product’s 

natural composition: While being a constant element in general definitions of apparel quality, 

factors as durability and flawlessness seemed to overweight after garment usage. This could 

point at respondents’ experience with natural fibers as not being the most durable and 

qualitative option. Further, while durability was not in focus in general quality descriptions, it 

became the major indication for quality in wardrobe pieces. This difference showed that 

experience with a garment changes respondents’ assessment of quality from a more surface-

based approach through fabric feel, to a more high-involvement evaluation through the usage.  

Surprisingly, during the interviews the sustainability topic was raised much earlier in the 

discussion as part of respondents’ quality assessment, while the study initially intended to 

investigate sustainability as an additional value in apparel. Next to environmental friendliness 

of a garment and social factors, respondents also linked the longevity of a garment to its 

sustainability, and thus, its quality.  

 

While this study had a clear focus around apparel quality, the conversations brought up a 

different level of understanding of the respondents’ attitude towards fashion, clothing and the 

industry. It was great to see that our interviewees showed an extensive interest in gaining 

more knowledge about the textile industry and quality matters despite the common criticism 
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of generation Y’s disinterest in obtaining deeper knowledge. Overall, three main sources of 

knowledge were revealed in this study; previous experiences, media and mother. Respondents 

referred to their garment and brand experiences as a main source to create their own 

framework according to which they assess their apparel quality. Besides internal thinking 

processes through past experiences, also more external factors were highly influential in 

creating their definition of quality. The media being one of the main education sources was an 

expected outcome as the literature supports the idea of generation Y living connected to 

internet and using networking approach. The respondents’ difficulty of gaining access to more 

in-depth knowledge through informal sources as the media and brands further highlights the 

interest in becoming more proficient in the field. As last, the mother was most informative 

throughout the respondents’ upbringing while media serves as main socialization agent during 

secondary socialization. Besides informal education, formal education seems to provide 

respondents with the most confidence in reviewing garments and discussing about quality. 

Thus, the ones without a professional background in textiles showed a slightly more insecure 

respond when being asked to present their ‘quality items’. Their uncertainty with quality 

assessments indicates their lack of educational knowledge of garment construction.  

 

As a final note, this study also highlighted the shift in fashion demands through adolescence 

from specific branded items due to social pressure towards more exchangeability and constant 

newness. This was particularly obvious when respondents presented their favorite pieces 

which were often latest purchases and evoked excitement in the respondents. In contrast, 

quality items overall did not trigger as much emotional response.  

 

6.1 Study Contributions 

The fact that the respondents introduced sustainability as a sign of quality is an interesting 

viewpoint that has not been suggested by previous researches yet. Although the role of 

experience in apparel quality has been considered previously, it required to be verified by a 

focused study. Besides the verification of the existing literature and new contributions to the 

academic field around apparel quality, our study contributes with notable results to the textile 

industry. This study provides new angles to the textile industry on how to communicate 

apparel quality towards young consumers in a comprehensive way. The direct link between 

durability and quality suggests that brands could communicate the lifetime of a garment to 

enhance their quality reputation. Further, a brand’s focus around sustainability could help to 
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increase consumers’ quality perception. Considering the respondents’ interest in the field, a 

recommendation for brands is to engage in facilitating the self-education by making 

information more easily accessible. In accordance with this, the brands also need to ensure 

more extensive product information in order to justify the price to consumers who see the 

price as an obstacle to access quality items. Finally, a shift in the emphasis of quality over the 

sale of quantity is not only beneficial for companies who are struggling with full stocks, low 

sell-through rates and high mark-downs. More importantly, it is vital for the return towards an 

industry that appreciates clothing as craftsmanship rather than quickly exchangeable throw-

away item with environmental destruction. 

 

6.2 Research Limitations 

The very limited timespan of the entire research and the actual data collection (from 29th 

March 2017 - 27th April 2017) narrowed the number of interviews to a total of nine. As 

mentioned earlier, the withdrawal of multiple respondents from this study and the challenge 

of finding new respondents within the given timespan further limited the sampling process. 

Finally, as introduced in the literature review, this study did not aim to reveal respondents’ 

perception of quality but an understanding how respondents create perceptions of apparel 

quality. Naturally, this study could only give an objective review of respondents’ answers, 

rather than an insight into their actual perception and mind-set.  

 

6.3 Implications for Future Research 

This study revealed more opportunities to investigate consumers’ perception of garment 

quality. Further research that examines the influence of education in the field on consumers’ 

quality assessment can be conducted. In addition, as this study did not focus on respondents’ 

knowledge level about sustainability, this can be further be investigated. In relation to that, the 

effect of sustainability knowledge on quality assessments would be an interesting research 

field. Finally, as a lot literature already exists on generation Y as a consumer group, it might 

be interesting to further investigate newer generations as generation Z and their knowledge 

and perception of apparel quality. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide 
 

PERSONAL BACKGROUND 

● Can you please tell us about yourself briefly? 

○ What do you work with? 

○ How do you live? (type of dwelling and a general household information) 

● How do you spend your free time? 

  

FASHION BACKGROUND 

● What comes to your mind when you think of fashion? 

● Are you interested in fashion? 

○ What exactly are you most interested in?  

 

WARDROBE 

● Can you please describe your overall wardrobe to us. 

○ What kind of pieces do we find in your wardrobe?  

  

3 favorite pieces 

● Can you please show us your 3 favorite pieces from your wardrobe? 

○ What makes these pieces your favorite? 

○ What motivated you to buy these pieces? 

○ How long have you owned these pieces? 

○ How often do you wear these pieces? 

○ For what occasions do you use these pieces? 

 

3 quality pieces 

● Can you please show us 3 pieces from your wardrobe that you consider as ‘high 

quality’? 

○ Please explain and show us one by one what makes you consider these pieces 

as high quality? 

○ How often do you wear these pieces? 

○ For what occasions do you use these pieces? 

○ How do you usually combine these pieces of clothes with other clothes? 
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○ How did you get these pieces? 

○ How long have you owned these pieces? 

○ How did you perceive the quality when you first got the piece?  

○ How do you describe its quality now after certain time of experience?   

○ Are there any common points between these pieces that make you consider 

them as quality pieces? 

○ How much (e.g. a percentage) of your wardrobe would you consider as quality 

apparel? 

● Can you show us one piece that you consider as low quality? 

○ What makes this piece a low quality piece in your opinion? 

  

APPAREL QUALITY GENERAL 

● How do you define quality when you think of apparel in general? 

  

The questions above are aiming for answering Central research question 1 “How consistent is 

respondents’ general description of quality with their interpretation of quality based on their 

wardrobe?” and its sub-questions. 

  

Quality when purchasing/in general (without use experience) 

● Imagine you go out shopping in stores. Please tell us how you evaluate apparel quality 

then. 

○ Please describe in more detail how you go about evaluating quality? 

○ What are the main characteristics of apparel quality for you when shopping? 

○ Despite looking at the garment / material, what more information do you look 

for?  (Ask salesperson? Look at tag?) 

○ How often do you buy quality apparel as you explained previously? 

   

Knowledge of Quality for clothes 

● How do you gather information for clothes in general in order to evaluate quality? 

○ What sources do you make use of? (knowledge from school, parents etc) 

○ What do you think your friends/family know about quality? 

● Do you feel that your knowledge in apparel quality is reflected in your wardrobe? 
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The questions above are aiming for answering Central research question 2 “What information 

do interviewees make use of when interpreting quality of their chosen wardrobe pieces?“ and 

its sub-questions. 

  

SOCIALIZATION AND MEANING 

  

● Tell us something about the way you grew up. 

○ What values in apparel were you taught throughout your upbringing? 

○ Do you feel that these values are reflected in your description of quality? 

○ How did your family’s wardrobes look like? 

● Do you feel that wearing quality pieces has an extra values for you personally? 

○ What do you want to communicate when wearing quality? 

○ When you think about your ‘quality’ pieces, what do they mean to you? 

○ How does wearing these quality pieces make you feel? 

  

The questions above are aiming for answering Central research question 3 “To what extent 

does quality carry a symbolic meaning for respondents? (e.g. social status)“ and its sub-

questions. 

  

Finish interview with mirroring / paraphrasing question: 

Today we talked about these topics.... You mentioned the following… Is there anything that 

you would like to add to the topic?  
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Appendix 2: Statement of compliance 
 

Thank you for participating in the research study conducted by us two, Gülsah Sezen and 

Madeleine Heger, for the purpose of graduating from our Master Studies at the Swedish 

School of Textiles. As we revealed a gap in previous studies with similar purpose, your 

participation is of great help both for us as well as for the academic field! 

  

Participation and withdrawal 

As a voluntary participant in our study, you take part in our interview as an informant about 

the topic of apparel quality in your wardrobe at complete free will.  You also agree to us 

visiting your home for the lengths of the interview. The study is completely anonymous and 

any information about your identity will be held secret. You may withdraw from this study at 

any time of the research process. You may also ask for the deletion of your data and 

information after the interview has been conducted. Throughout the interview you are free to 

deny any question that you do not feel comfortable with, or that you do not want to answer. 

Naturally, interview transcripts will be shared with you and you will be informed before the 

publishing of the report. 

  

Statement of Consent 

Hereby, I ………….….… ………..…….. volunteer as a participant of the above 

mentioned study. I have read and understood the terms of participation and my right of 

withdrawal at any time. I agree to the audio recording of the interview as well as to the 

photographic documentation of my belongings for the purpose of this study. I accept that the 

photos might be published in the final report of this study. 

………, ……….. 

City, date 

…………………. 

Signature
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