Yay to you!
So, you are a sustainable clothing brand. You know where your clothes are made, who made them under what
conditions, for fair prices. You are keeping pollution down by saving on waste, water and CO2.
You seriously deserve some chocolate. Fairtrade of course.
But how do you make consumers choose your brand over the majority of fast fashion retailers?
We like to think that understanding how the human brain functions and how it makes decisions can help to motivate
people to buy more sustainably. Throughout the day the brain is constantly exposed to an overwhelming amount of
information which needs to be processed. This information is filtered and only a little bit remains to be used for actual
choices. This ‘Cognitive Psychology’ philosophy is what has helped us design the following guidelines to help you
motivate your consumers to buy your sustainable products.

A bit of background
Transparency and sustainability fit together like peanut butter and jelly. This transparency is needed to give consumers
the right information so they can make all considerate decisions.
Simplified, your brain has two ways of processing information. On the one hand a quick route, based on habits and
intuition, and a second slower route, based on analysis and reflection. The first route is our default as it takes limited effort
so it saves our cognitive capacity for a bunch of other important things.
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If you are shopping for a sweater and sustainability is always on the top of your agenda, using your quick route
probably isn’t so bad as your habit is to be sustainable. The problem is of course, that for most people the sustainable
option isn’t their habit!
Luckily there are ways to trigger a second processing route and motivate people to think beyond their habits. Providing
information that is easy to understand and relevant is the way to do this. When the brain recognises information to be
relevant, our brain is willing to use a bit more capacity and use its great analytical and reflective abilities.

Pollution
Much research has looked into the type of barriers that keep
consumers from buying sustainable clothing. It turns out that
people crave information which makes sustainable brands
easily distinguishable from non-sustainable brands. Pollution is
an important factor to make a sustainable brand stand apart.
There are three main parts of pollution that are important:
1. CO2 emission (production/transportation)
2. Water use or pollution
3. Waste
Do not just provide information on a general level by saying
your brand has lower levels of pollution, but actually provide
numbers that prove this! Give item specific information both
online in item descriptions and offline on price tags or
receipts.
For inspiration, take a look at sustainable brand Reformation,
who have designed their own ‘RefScale’ where the pollution
of each of their items is compared to industry standards. This
scale is available with every online item description, and
could be extended to in-store price tags.

REFORMATION

Supply Chain

Fast fashion brands are often completely unaware of their supply chains as they lose track of their production through
constant sub-contracting. As a sustainable brand you are aware of where your products are made, so show of a little!
Go beyond a ‘Made In’ label as there is more to a product than just its last location. Track the product from raw material
to final destination and supply your customers with information on working conditions and wages where possible.
Follow the lead of sustainable jeans brand Nudie Jeans who have designed an extensive production guide which
includes details on all its factories, performed audits and its conditions. These guides are linked to all items in their online
store.
Want to take it a step further? Thanks to companies as Provenance, technology is made available which makes it
possible to optimally combine online and offline by including traceable codes on all price tags, linked to full supply chain
coverage.
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PROVENANCE

Costs
As a final piece of information it is recommended to
make clear how the pricing of a product has come
about. Our human brain has difficulty valuing future
effects as it craves immediate gratification. After all,
we like to avoid risks. This makes it difficult to assign
more value to often more expensive sustainable
products, as its positive effects are uncertain and
only visible on the long-term. Especially when we are
short on cognitive capacity our immediate response
is probably to like that cheap shirt on the high street
as it gives us immediate gratification in our wallet
and closet.
Sustainable brands often have somewhat higher
prices due to slower processing. As a sustainable
brand you can explain to consumers that it is worth
saving up for a sustainable product!
Take inspiration from sustainable brand Everlane. This
brand has completely broken down its prices for
each and every product they sell. They even
compare this to traditional retail to show why
sustainable fashion is worth more.
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Positivity

Are you ready to give your consumers the complete lowdown on pollution, supply chain and costs? Then it is time to
think about the tone of your information.
When talking about sustainability we tend to contextualise our efforts by bringing up melting poles, dying polar bears or
plastic soups. Of course, these facts importantly inform about the consequences of our behaviour but it turns out this
type of contextualisation does not actually change people’s behaviours. Information like this often makes people angry,
sad and hopeless. These negative emotions cause people to feel like they can’t change the situation and makes them
less creative and less focused on solving problems. In short, negative emotions basically take over all that cognitive
capacity that is needed to analyse and reflect on the provided information.

Positive emotions are the key to changing behaviour!
Remind people of the positive things they will gain or set in motion by sustainable consumption, instead of reminding
them of the losses they will endure when not doing so. A good way to do this is comparing the gains from a sustainable
buy to those of non-sustainable choices. This is what the examples of Reformation and Everlane are already showing by
comparing their information to industry standards.

Combining Domains
The fashion industry is a major part of the negative sustainable consequences the world is enduring, but of course
many other sectors are also making their fair contribution. Luckily many people are making some kind of sustainable
change in one domain or another. Some people recycle their plastic, others might save energy or eat organic food. As
a sustainable fashion brand you can pick up on these small sustainable efforts and turn them into something bigger!
Reminding people of previous sustainable behaviour, even when this behaviour was not driven by sustainable
motivations, can make them choose more sustainable clothing options too. The key is to incorporate reminders of
different kinds of behaviours to make people realise they are capable of being sustainable, or rather, they already are!
Especially behaviour that is unique and effortful works well in motivating more sustainable behaviour.

Collaboration can be a great way to give such reminders.
Working together with sustainable organisations in other
sectors can motivate people and target them directly.
Take a look at Mori Collective for inspiration. This
sustainable brand designed a collection in collaboration
with WWF, combining the target markets and motivating
sustainable behaviour in throughout domains.

MORI COLLECTIVE

Take Action
To summarise all you can do based on these guidelines, here are five key tips:
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Give detailed information on the pollution of your production, the level of CO2 emission, water and waste

Include the entire supply chain in product descriptions, including information on working conditions

Break down the price of a product by showing the true costs and mark-up

Keep it positive! Avoid doom scenarios that make people sad or hopeless. Instead, focus on capabilities and
the gains of a sustainable buy.

Combine domains by reminding people of when they behaved sustainable in other sectors. Make them feel
capable of being sustainable! Collaborate with organisations in other sectors to strengthen your efforts.

