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1 Introduction 
This introductory chapter provides a problem background and then a problem description that aims to explain the 
relevance of this study. To address the identified problems, the project aim is described, followed by three research 
questions. Lastly, delimitations are clarified, and the structure of the report is illustrated. 
 

1.1 Problem background 
Current consumption patterns and volumes in industrialized countries are considered to be largely 
unsustainable (Piscicelli et al., 2015). Shopping is increasingly becoming a leisure activity done not out 
of necessity but rather out of luxury (Yang et al., 2017). Moreover, consumption will continue to rise if 
developing and emerging countries exhibit similar consumer behavior. It is estimated that 70% of global 
growth in the next few years will come from these particular countries (Hossain et al., 2016, p. 321). 
The problem is that over-consumption and a throwaway culture are causing major environmental 
problems such as resource depletion and waste (Piscicelli et al., 2015). 
 
Especially the textile industry is one of the world’s most unsustainable and polluting industries with 
high impacts on energy consumption, soil, water, and atmospheric systems from dyeing and tanning 
processes (Leal Filho et al., 2019). The UN states that the apparel industry generates more greenhouse 
gas emissions than all international flights and shipping together (Dory, 2018). Further, it is estimated 
that globally, 20% of all industrial water pollution comes from the textile industry (Kant, 2012, p. 23).  
 
Fashion is a complex business involving long and multi-layered supply chains, including production, 
raw materials, textile manufacturing, shipping, retailing, and the use and ultimate disposal of the garment 
(Yang et al., 2017). That makes it worldwide of great importance to the economy in terms of trade, 
employment, investment, and revenue (Leal Filho et al., 2019). The global textile fiber production is 
continuously growing and thus also the consumption and proportion of garment waste. It is estimated 
that the production has increased from around 70 million tons in 2007 to almost 91 tons in 2014 and is 
forecasted to reach 130 million tons of textile fiber production by 2025 (Leal Filho et al., 2019, p. 13). 
In the textile sector, the increase in consumption is mainly the result of quickly changing, affordable 
fashion (Vehmas et al., 2018). Especially in the last decade, companies started to offer more styles at 
lower prices in shorter time cycles to make consumers desire to change their style (Cao et al., 2014). 
The concept is named ‘fast fashion’ and became a successful and relevant business model: fashion 
retailers create cheap, throwaway goods at much lower costs and have multiple seasons instead of the 
traditional two collections per year (Birtwistle and Moore, 2007). Due to the overabundance of garments 
in wardrobes and ever new trends, large amounts of textiles are disposed before they are worn out (Kant 
Hvass and Pedersen, 2019). Hence, fast fashion has also become associated with disposable fashion 
(Yang et al., 2017), which is particularly worrisome for sustainable development. In many ways, 
consumerism has become an integral part of modern society, while at the same time, sustainability has 
become an important issue that raises social concerns around the globe (Yang et al., 2017). However, 
consumerism is in direct conflict with sustainability (Yang et al., 2017).  
 
Sustainability and sustainable development, in particular, are still an elusive concept with several 
definitions (Williams and Millington, 2004). Probably the most cited one is out of the Brundtland (1987, 
p. 43) report and states: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Human activities 
increasingly influence the climate and ecosystems (IPCC, 2019). Scholars have developed the concept 
of nine planetary boundaries, defining a safe operating space for humanity with respect to Earth’s 
functioning system (Rockström et al., 2009). Continuing with business as usual (BAU) will overstep 
these boundaries. Therefore, business patterns are urged to change. In 2015, the member states 
participating in the UN Climate Change Conference in Paris agreed on 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), which are intended to measure sustainability (United Nations, 2020a). Goal number 12 
addresses ‘Sustainable Consumption and Production’ patterns targeting to achieve the sustainable 
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management and efficient use of natural resources by 2030 (United Nations, 2020b). Further, it is stated: 
“By 2020 achieve the environmentally sound management of chemicals and all wastes throughout their 
life cycle, in accordance with agreed international frameworks, and significantly reduce their release to 
air, water and soil in order to minimize their adverse impacts on human health and the environment“ 
(United Nations, 2020b). Also, especially large and transnational companies, are encouraged to “adopt 
sustainable practices and to integrate sustainability information into their reporting cycle” (United 
Nations, 2020b). The fashion industry, particularly fast fashion, is completely inconsistent with the SDG 
12th targets and requires a change in the way the industry operates. In this area, the aim is to create a 
more sustainable and closed-loop system in which garments are reused or recycled into new fibers 
(Niinimäki, 2017).  
 

1.2 Problem  
While value proposition, value creation, and value capture build the major components of a (traditional) 
business model, companies in several sectors have started to transform their core businesses aiming to 
operate within the planetary boundaries, but in an economically viable way (Loetscher and Kreis, 2018). 
Since it is suspected that business innovations generate higher returns than product or process 
innovations, the complex process appears attractive for companies. Sustainable business models  (SBM) 
aim to create not only economic value but also environmental value (Niinimäki, 2017) and are seen as 
agents of sustainable change in the fashion industry (Pal and Gander, 2018). Sustainable business 
strategies enable companies to create shared values and focus on a long-term perspective instead of 
focusing on short-term financial results. Different examples of SBM have been discussed and circular 
business models (CBM) are described as a sub-group of SBM (Kant, 2012).  
 
Circular business models can be one solution to fight the problem of resource scarcity and pollution by 
creating closed loops using raw materials and energy through multiple phases (Kant Hvass and Pedersen, 
2019). While traditional business models mainly follow a linear take-make-waste concept with large 
proportions ending up in landfills, circular economy (CE) integrates principles such as take-back, reuse, 
and recycling as integral parts of the value chain. 
 
In the case of sustainable and circular fashion, the challenge is to spread the message related to the 
reduction of consumption impacts and change behavior, while, at the same time, selling the products 
(Black, 2011). Instead of focusing on creating and capturing value from the sale of new products (Kant 
Hvass and Pedersen, 2019), business models need to change, and profit needs to be based on different 
grounds. High consumer quests for clothes and sustainability concerns have opened the doors for re-
thinking the traditional sales-based business models. The growing interest in sustainable fashion has 
become stimulating for some fashion brands and retailers to take action. For example, some, mainly 
luxury, brands have taken first steps towards CE products, what was expressed in, e.g., a Stella 
McCartney shoe collection made from biodegradable and recycled plastic or G Star Raw’s jeans and 
Adidas’ trainers made out of ocean plastic (Vehmas et al., 2018). In 2009, the first Eco Fashion Week 
was launched in New York. Some years later, the trend started to reach high street fashion brands like 
H&M with its organic Conscious Collection (Lundblad and Davies, 2016). Also, fashion rental is 
increasing, and not just for special occasion clothes. High street fashion companies, like Banana 
Republic or Urban Outfitters, are already offering rental services (Little, 2019). 
 
A possible solution towards a more sustainable business is to prevent the unnecessary use of resources 
and excessive waste with the reduction of new purchases and, instead, promote the reuse of products 
(Piscicelli et al., 2015). The reuse of products aligns with the approach of product service systems (PSS), 
that extend the traditional function of a product by incorporating additional services (Baines et al., 2007). 
These services offer the opportunity to decouple economic success from material consumption. 
Therefore, some scholars see PSS as a sustainable business option due to its reduced environmental 
impact of economic activity (Baines et al., 2007). In the use-oriented type of PSS, the provider retains 
the ownership while charging its consumers a fee to access it, e.g., rental services.  
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However, the transformation towards a PSS business concept involves a complex process with 
fundamental changes in the organizational structure, management, and group culture (Williams and 
Millington, 2004). The idea of renting clothes is still new and needs to be tested – especially in the sector 
of everyday brands, which usually offer fast fashion. Until now, the focus of product service systems 
had been mainly on qualitative, long-lasting high-end garments. The real strength of the concept can be 
analyzed when fast fashion companies enter the service business.  
 
In the literature, however, only limited research has been conducted on consumers and their motivations 
for sustainable fashion. The vast majority of the literature in this area focuses on the supply chain (e.g., 
Carrigan et al., 2013; Fletcher, 2008; Pedersen and Gwozdz, 2014) with little exploration of the 
consumers (Lundblad and Davies, 2016). Lundblad and Davies (2016, p. 150) summarize: “It is the 
supply chain (Fletcher, 2008; Nagurney and Yu, 2012), the fashion brands (Pedersen and Gwozdz, 2014; 
Shaw et al., 2006), the retailing of garments (Goworek et al., 2012; Ozdamar Ertekin and Atik, 2015) 
that have had the greatest level of exploration in the sustainable fashion literature. Surprisingly, little 
has been studied regarding the consumption of, and in particular, the purchasing decision process of 
actual sustainable fashion consumers (Bly et al., 2015; Carrigan et al., 2013; Fletcher, 2008).” Hence, 
consumers’ motives for sustainable fashion, particularly renting textiles, can be identified as a 
theoretical and empirical research gap in the wider topic of sustainable fashion consumption. 
 

1.3 Aim and delimitations 
The objective of this study is to provide an overview of the possibilities of use-oriented services for the 
environmental dimension of sustainable development in the textile industry. Further, figuring our 
motives to rent everyday clothes from a conscious consumer perspective. 
Therefore, this study aims to address the following research questions:  
 

• What are incentives for participating in a use-oriented model? 
• What are obstacles for renting everyday garments instead of purchasing them? 

 
The business model's true strength becomes apparent when the big fast fashion distributors, who are 
largely responsible for the polluting practices, play a role in product service systems. Therefore, this 
study is focused on use-oriented product service systems within the everyday clothing sector. 
 
Concerning the theoretical delimitations, multidisciplinary literature is evaluated in order to keep the 
framework as integrative as possible. The analysis was carried out on the basis of the social practice 
theory, which is a delimitation decision. Two factors explain this choice: first, the theory addresses both 
environmental and individual behavioral aspects (Shove et al., 2012), which is useful in solving the 
research problem; and second, social practice theory has been suggested to be more beneficial in 
studying pro-environmental behavior that, for example, the widely used study of planned behavior 
(Hargreaves, 2011). Hargreaves (2011) argues that this theory was open to many changes and has 
become complex for empirical application. Therefore, this might diminish the focus of the study. 
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1.4 Outline 
This thesis is divided into six chapters as illustrated in Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1: Overview of the thesis outline. 

 
The outline of the thesis is intended to give the reader an overview of the study. Chapter one introduces 
the problem and how the study aims to address it. It presents the research questions that guide the 
conducted empirical study and sets delimitations. In chapter two, the concept of sustainable business 
models and the theory of social practice are explained. That builds the conceptual frameworks to analyze 
the study results. The choices related to the methodological approach are displayed in chapter three. 
Further, the empirical study results are presented and analyzed in chapter four and are related to the 
chosen theory in chapter five. It also reflects on the chosen theory and methodology and provides 
suggestions for further research. Finally, chapter six provides conclusions from the study results.  
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2 Theoretical frameworks  
This chapter contains a multidisciplinary literature review to get insights into the topics of sustainable 
business models focusing on circular business models. It explains the idea of closed loop systems in the 
circular economy and spotlights the collaborative consumption within the concept of product service 
systems. Further, use-oriented service systems exemplifying rental models in the fashion industry and 
the focus on consumers are presented. Finally, the concept of social practice theory is explained, and 
the theoretical three-element framework is presented. 
 

2.1 Business models 
Growing awareness of the damaging environmental consequences of the fashion industry, as well as in 
other industries, have encouraged the emergence of new sustainable models of organizing production 
and consumption. According to Pal and Gander (2018), business models can be seen as agents of 
sustainable change in the fashion industry. More researchers (Boons et al., 2013) agree on that and point 
out that sustainable development requires radical innovation, which can be more effectively created 
when building on the concept of business models. However, the innovation on the business model level 
is needed to align incentives and revenue mechanisms to leverage sustainable solutions (Geissdoerfer et 
al., 2018).  
 
As stated in Sousa-Zomer and Cauchick-Miguel (2019, p. 569), a “business model can be defined as a 
representation of the underlying core logic of a firm and the strategic choices for creating and capturing 
value within a value network.” The major components of a business model are (Sousa-Zomer and 
Cauchick-Miguel, 2019):  

(i) value proposition that focuses on what value is embedded in the product or service offered 
by the company; 

(ii) value creation that concerns how the company creates and delivers value to customers; 
and  

(iii) value capture that refers how the company generates revenue and profits from the 
provision of value (Bocken et al., 2014).  

 
Business model innovation is a stream in the work on business models (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). 
Geissdoerfer et al. (2018, p. 405) defines them as the conceptualization and implementation of new 
business models. This can cover the “development of entirely new business models, the diversification 
into additional business models, the acquisition of new business models, or the transformation from one 
business model to another.” A transformation could affect the entire business model or individual parts 
of it as its value network and the interrelations between them. It is suspected that business model 
innovations generate higher returns than product or process innovations. Therefore, the approach of 
transforming the business model is complex, but attractive for companies.  
 

2.2 Sustainable business models 
Sustainable business models (SBM) differ from conventional business models in the following 
characteristics (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Kant Hvass and Pedersen, 2019): 

(i) a triple bottom line perspective that gives equal priority to economic, social and 
environmental value;  

(ii) a stakeholder management approach that recognizes the different groups and individuals 
who influence and/or are influenced by the business model; and  

(iii) a long-term perspective that does not focus foremost on maximizing short-term results.  
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Hence, business model innovations for sustainability can be defined “as innovations that create 
significant positive and/or significant reduced negative impacts on the environment and/or society, 
through changes in the way the [organization] and its value network create, deliver, and capture 
economic value or change their value propositions” (Sousa-Zomer and Cauchick-Miguel, 2019, p. 596). 
In other words, SBM contribute to sustainable development while creating a competitive advantage 
through delivering superior customer value (Bocken et al., 2014) and going beyond the ‘simple’ delivery 
of economic value (Bocken et al., 2013). These business strategies enable companies to create shared 
values, meaning that they create economic value that also creates social value by responding to the needs 
and challenges of society (Sousa-Zomer and Cauchick-Miguel, 2019). 
 
Bocken et al. (2014, p. 48) provided a set of business model archetypes that are proactive in achieving 
greater sustainability. These archetypes are:  

1. maximize material and energy efficiency,  
2. create value from waste, 
3. substitute with renewable and natural processes,  
4. deliver functionality rather than ownership,  
5. adopt a stewardship role,  
6. encourage sufficiency,  
7. repurpose for society or the environment, and  
8. develop scale-up solutions. 

 
These archetypes can be used as independent initiatives or in combination to build up the business model 
for sustainability (Sousa-Zomer and Cauchick-Miguel, 2019). Different examples of SBM have been 
discussed, such as closed-loop business models, natural capitalism, social enterprises, and product 
service systems (Bocken et al., 2014). Thus, circular business models are described as a sub-group of 
SBM (Kant, 2012).  
 
Traditional business thinking in fast fashion follows a take-make-waste approach, prioritizing low 
quality, fast production and a short use-time of garments to maximize sales and profit (Niinimäki, 2017). 
For a sustainable business practice, the mindset must change, and slower cycles have to be created. 
Long-term perspectives and a pro-active stakeholder management is required to transform into a 
sustainable business. This requires a systematic and multilevel business change with a redesigned value 
chain. Also, this will involve restructures on the macro-level (trends and drivers), on the meso-level 
(ecosystem and value-creation), and micro-level (company, customer, consumer) (Niinimäki, 2017).  
 

2.3 A circular business model 
The core idea of circular business models “is the circular (closed) flow of materials and the use of raw 
materials and energy through multiple phases” (Yuan et al., 2006, p. 4). A circular economy (CE) aims 
to gradually decouple economic activity from the consumption of finite resources and designing waste 
out of the system. It is based on three principles: (i) design out waste and pollution, (ii) keep products 
and materials in use, and (iii) regenerate natural systems (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). Figure 
2 illustrates these three principles and shows the continuous flow of technical and biological materials 
through the different circles in the commonly used ‘butterfly diagram’. This study will focus on the right 
side of the diagram, which presents the closing of the technical cycle.   
 
 



 7 

 
Figure 2. Outline of a circular economy.  
(Provided with permission of use by the © Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2020), https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org; 
The foundation has not reviewed this work and dissociates itself from its content.)   

 
The approach originates from the industrial ecology paradigm and builds on the concept of loop closing, 
which has been emphasized in German and Swedish environmental policy (Yuan et al., 2006). While 
traditional business models mainly focus on creating and capturing value from the sale of new products, 
as discussed before, circular principles include aspects such as product take-back, reuse, and recycle 
(Kant Hvass and Pedersen, 2019). Ideally, a product is designed to have multiple life cycles and/or it is 
biodegradable (Niinimäki, 2017). Circular economy understands ‘waste’ as a possibility to extract value. 
It does not matter whether it comes to post-industrial materials reused in manufacturing processes within 
a production facility or post-consumer waste, where products are disposed of and may be recycled via 
an entirely independent network (Bocken et al., 2016).  
 
For example, selling reused clothes requires 10 to 20 times less energy than to produce new textiles 
(Fletcher, 2012; cited in Gunnarsson, 2019, p. 1). Reuse and recycling, in general, reduce environmental 
impacts, mainly because the need for primary resources, e.g., water, fossil fuels, and chemicals, is 
reduced (Sandin and Peters, 2018). However, CE is not only attractive for environmental reasons but 
also economic ones. In a report commissioned by the European Union, it is estimated that the transition 
to circular systems could generate a net economic benefit of €1.8 trillion by 2030 (Leal Filho et al., 
2019, p. 11).  
 
The re-thinking towards a circular business has to start from materials: they must be seen as valuable 
sources that are used over several cycles such as dismantling and reuse – and not as material that quickly 
flows through the economy only once (Nguyen et al., 2014). “Designing for cyclability” (Politowicz, 
2013) is a crucial step towards a loop system: The initial design process anticipates the potential for 
eventual recycling and considers existing garments and products as ‘raw material’ (Leal Filho et al., 
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2019). Particularly in the textile industry, reusing materials is important because composting textiles is 
not a realistic solution as they contain many harmful chemicals. Also, further composting contributes to 
more methane, which causes higher greenhouse gas emissions and global warming (Niinimäki, 2017).  
 
Large retailers, such as H&M, show that development towards a circular economy for garments sold in 
the high street is possible (Leal Filho et al., 2019). However, the fashion sector is a buyer-led sector. 
Retailers and brands set the agenda and performance is measured by gross margin. As a result, the supply 
chain is not able to promote sustainability and recycling: Leadership must come from companies with 
purchasing power (Leal Filho et al., 2019). A study by Kant Hvass (2014) identified two ways how 
retailers are mostly taking post-retail responsibility: second hand retailing and product take-back 
schemes. Latter is also used as the most significant platform for informing consumers about (the 
company’s) sustainability approaches and circular economy (Kant Hvass and Pedersen, 2019; Leal Filho 
et al., 2019). However, in-store take-back activities or other post-consumer waste-related circular 
economy activities for fast fashion companies are currently not legislatively mandatory. The motivation 
behind these offers is often rather polishing the brand image, engaging with customers and building 
loyalty (as companies are often willing to exchange a gift voucher for returned garments), innovating 
business models, or improving the environmental footprint (which in turn is legally binding – at least in 
the EU), and less with aiming direct material circularity (Kant Hvass and Pedersen, 2019).  
 
In response to the growing recognition that the industry should take responsibility for reducing its 
pressure on raw material resources, particularly in the face of a growing world population, fashion 
brands have begun to incorporate textile-textile recycling into the production of their products (Leal 
Filho et al., 2019; Watson et al., 2017). For example, H&M started to use recycled materials in 2009 
and launched their first ‘Conscious Collection’ made from ‘eco-friendly and recycled materials’ the year 
after. Yet, recycling rates are still low in the business, which is also a barrier to optimization. So far, 
“both post-consumer and pre-consumer textiles can be mechanically recycled into fibers, used to 
produce new yarns and fabrics, and made into clothes, blankets or knitted products” (Leal Filho et al., 
2019, p. 14). Nonetheless, it is necessary to combine recycled fibers with new ones to achieve the 
required quality due to the shorter lengths of recycled fibers, which results in poorer quality textiles. 
Recycling clothes and textiles that are unsuitable for reuse into new fibers, feedstock, materials, and 
products ensure full circularity (Sandin and Peters, 2018). However, in the logic of a circular business, 
recycling is the last loop after reducing and reusing. Hence recycling can be seen only as a part of CE, 
but not as the main business innovation.  
 
Closing the loops requires a change in the logic from viewing production and consumption separately, 
and instead of attempting to connect them to form a loop where all resources cycle. Accordingly, in the 
textile industry, moving towards CE means taking a systems perspective on fashion, where all actors are 
included: designers, producers, manufacturers, suppliers, business people, and consumers (Niinimäki, 
2017). The more closed or circular the loops are, the more efficient the use of resources will be, and 
consequently, less damage to the environment occurs (Pal and Gander, 2018). Building a CE system 
and transformative business for fashion requires a new system level and radical innovations. Nguyen et 
al. (2014, p. 16) state that applying the principles of CE, resulting in a system that is regenerative by 
design, innovative companies can seize growth opportunities while laying the groundwork for a new 
industrial era that benefits companies and economies alike. While the linear economy (buy-consume) 
has the goal of selling the product, the aim of the CE approach in the textile industry is to develop a 
closed-loop system that extends the lifespan of garments, e.g., renting clothes (Niinimäki, 2017).  
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2.4 Product service systems 
The idea of collaborative consumption has grown during the last decades, which is possible, among 
others, due to easier connecting technologies. Collaborative consumption has turned from a private and 
local behavior into a transformational movement, able to disrupt traditional business models. Some of 
the most popular collaborative consumption companies are, for example, eBay, Airbnb, Uber, or 
BlaBlaCar.  
 
The concept of sharing goods is not new. However, there is currently a great interest in methods that 
reinvent the traditional market exchange for consumers. The revival of interest in sharing as a form of 
market exchange is driven by the prevailing social focus on sustainability and sharing as an 
economically and environmentally viable business activity (McNeill and Venter, 2019). So-called 
product service systems (PSS) were identified as a sustainable business method that delivers 
functionality instead of product ownership (Armstrong et al., 2015; Baines et al., 2007; Pal and Gander, 
2018; Piscicelli et al., 2015). That aligns with the fourth archetype “deliver functionality rather than 
ownership” by Bocken et al. (2014), which was earlier presented as part of the identified archetypes to 
gain greater sustainability.  
 
From a business perspective, the concept of PSS focuses on the ‘sale of use’ rather than the ‘sale of 
product’. While the customer pays for using an asset without the traditionally associated risks, 
responsibilities, and costs of ownership, the supplier has the opportunity to improve its products and 
develop new propositions with potentially lower environmental impacts as well as more meaningful 
experiences to users (Baines et al., 2007; Piscicelli et al., 2015). Reim et al. (2015) argue that research 
on PSS reveals high potential for balancing economic, social, and environmental benefits and thereby, 
are a possible step towards a more effective and sustainable way to use natural resources. The aim of 
the PSS approach is to move towards alternative utilization options to decrease the total material 
consumption end extend a product’s use-time. 
 
Product service systems can be defined as “product(s) and service(s) combined in a system to deliver 
required user functionality in a way that reduces the impact on the environment” (Baines et al., 2007, p. 
3). In other words, PSS are a mix of product and service that fulfill customer needs while making profit 
through units of service delivered. The concept is subdivided into three types (Armstrong et al., 2015; 
Baines et al., 2007, p. 5; Tukker, 2004): 
 

• Product-oriented services sell a product and a product-related service that adds value to 
the sale. This can be maintenance, financing, take-back schemes, or consultancy. 

• Result-oriented services, where companies offer a customized mix of services in which 
the producer maintains ownership of the product, and the customer pays only for the 
provision of agreed results, e.g., selling laundered clothes instead of a washing machine. 

• Use-oriented services sell the use or availability of a product that is not owned by the 
customer (e.g., renting, leasing, sharing). A company's motivation to create a use-oriented 
service is to maximize the use of the product needed to meet demand and extend the life 
of the product and materials used to produce it. 

 
As stated in the previous chapter, the apparel industry is in need of innovative business models that can 
reduce its large environmental footprint. So far, the garment industry is product-focused. Although 
services that support the use and care of textiles have been provided for a long time, they have not 
necessarily been used as a method to achieve dematerialization, longevity, or even sustainability 
(Armstrong et al., 2015). In recent years, the focus has been extended to use-oriented schemes, now 
with the specific aim of decoupling profit from material consumption and thus becoming more 
sustainable (Piscicelli et al., 2015). This thesis focuses on the use-oriented type of product service 
systems in the fashion industry from a consumer perspective.  
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2.4.1 Use-oriented product service systems in the fashion industry 
Currently, the clothing industry innovations are linked to the wider movement of circular economy, 
attempting to connect production and consumption together to form a loop where resources cycle, 
instead of viewing them separately. A UK based study (WRAP, 2011) identified five key opportunities 
for the clothing industry to become more sustainable. These are: (i) reduce environmental impact during 
production and (ii) laundering, (iii) extend the product’s life, (iv) reduce landfill disposal, and (v) 
increase the market demand for used items. Product service systems have the possibility to address the 
latter three opportunities while indirectly affecting the former two, too (Armstrong et al., 2015).  
 
Rental models in the fashion sector have emerged in the recent years and an increasing number of 
companies venture into the rental business. Rent the Runway was the first fashion rental platform 
launched in 2009 and focused on renting out designer labels for a fee. Until 2018, more than 9 million 
people are registered as members with US $100 million in revenue (Yuan and Shen, 2019, p. 185). In 
November 2019, H&M made that step and launched a three-month pilot project that focused on clothes 
rental. A Stockholm based store offered members of the H&M’s customer loyalty program “the 
possibility to rent selected skirts and dresses from our Conscious Exclusive collections” (H&M Group, 
2019). Further, sport retailers such as Fjällräven or Houdini (Gunnarsson, 2019) implemented first 
clothing rental schemes into their businesses. Initially, renting provided customers access to aspirational 
and luxury brands, they usually could not afford (Chang, 2018).  
 
Firms, purely focused on rental, are competitors for fashion retailers. However, the fashion rental 
business is still welcomed by the retailers because it can help to reduce product returns, which, for them, 
is a problematic issue (Ofek et al., 2011):  Customers have been “illegally renting” fashion products for 
decades. It can be described as an interesting phenomenon that the return rate of party dresses is, 
especially at the high-end fashion retailers, around 35% to 75% (Yuan and Shen, 2019, p. 185). Here, 
the biggest return day of the year is January 2 as the party dresses were just needed for the New Year 
Party (Yuan and Shen, 2019, p. 185). Yuan and Shen (2019) suggest, if retailers want to reduce their 
return rates they should sell more functional/classic fashion products which customers are willing to use 
repeatedly. Additionally, they could introduce their own rental programs, which is interesting for 
everyday brands too.  
 
A study figured out that averagely 50% of the 64 new pieces an American woman buys per year were 
only used once (Yuan and Shen, 2019, p. 185). This aligns with the study by the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation (2017, p. 18), arguing that the more clothes we buy, the less we (can) wear. Figure 3 
illustrates that the clothing sales between the years 2000 and 2015 have almost doubled, while 
simultaneously, the utilization per garment has decreased. Moreover, a Morgan Stanley study believes 
that consumers buy so much clothes that they gain less enjoyment from each new purchase (Bain, 2019). 
Therefore, renting clothes could be an interesting approach to satisfy consumers while reducing the 
overall clothes consumption.  
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2.4.2 Use-oriented product service systems focused on consumers in the 
fashion industry 
A change in consumption patterns can be seen as a growing number of customers ,who only purchased 
garments, are now willing to rent them (Chang, 2018; Yuan and Shen, 2019). However, this alternative 
view on consumption models requires a radical change in practices from individuals, business 
communities, policymakers, and society-at-large (Piscicelli et al., 2015). For companies, it is essential 
to understand consumer behavior to successfully implement PSS into the fashion industry and to focus 
on the wider aim of reducing the environmental impacts on consumption. Therefore, companies must 
recognize that the more educated the consumers, the more likely they are to make well-considered and 
intelligent choices (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). This should motivate companies even more to 
provide more sustainable choices, but it also does not take away the companies’ responsibilities to deny 
some choices, like harmful garments (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). It can be compared to the 
obligation of a barman knowing when to stop serving drinks. Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004, p. 8) 
summarize that the “firm-centric view of the world, refined over the last 75 years, is being challenged 
not by new competitors, but by communities of connected, informed, empowered, and active 
consumers.” However, that does not mean that consumers are automatically supporters of service 
systems. Lending, borrowing, or renting “may be appealing only to a (still) limited number of consumers 
sharing a certain, distinct, value orientation” (Piscicelli et al., 2015, p. 27).  
 
Indeed, research figured out that in the concept of PSS, one key barrier is the consumer’s readiness to 
accept and support ownerless consumption (Armstrong et al., 2015; Niinimäki, 2017). The ownership 
of garments is often tied to emotional memories and self-expression: “Clothing is used as an extension 
of one’s identity, a medium for communicating one’s social class, status, gender, and age” (Armstrong 
et al., 2015, p. 31).  The emotional aspect of clothes can make the dematerialization through rental or 
sharing more difficult than other product services. 
 

1) Average number of 
times a garment is worn 
before it ceases to be used 

Sources: Euromonitor International Apparel & Footwear 2016 Edition (volume sales trends 2005-2015); World Bank, World 
development indicators – GD (2017) 

Figure 3. Growth of clothing sales and decline in clothing utilization since 2000.  
(Provided with permission of use by the © Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2017, p. 18), 
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org; The foundation has not reviewed this work and dissociates itself from its content).   
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Armstrong et al. (2015) conducted a study about consumer perceptions of sustainable PSS in the textile 
industry in Finland. They evaluated that experimental, innovative, and social approaches (e.g., renting 
or swapping) are best suited for younger consumers. At the same time, clothing services that focus on 
product satisfaction (e.g., repair/maintenance, redesign, customization, and consultancy) are most suited 
for older consumers. They explain that in the more stable value base and a decreased need for appearance 
changes. Hence, it is essential for companies to design their services according to the target customer 
group’s values and wishes.  
 

2.5 Social practice theory 
Consumption cannot be reduced to demand. Instead, it requires to be examined as an integral part of 
most daily life spheres (Harvey et al., 2001). Warde (2005, p. 131) understands “consumption as a 
process whereby agents engage in appropriation and appreciation, whether for utilitarian, expressive or 
contemplative purposes, of goods, services, performances, information or ambience, whether purchased 
or not, over which the agent has some degree of discretion.“ He explains that consumption is rather a 
moment in almost every practice than a practice itself. On the other hand, Warde (2005) argues that 
most practices require and entail consumption. Hence, consumption and practice are interlinked with 
each other. This insight is applied to the theoretical approach of social practice theory (SPT) that seeks 
to understand the connection between practice and context within social situations.  
 
Practice theories focus on the conditions that surround the practical carrying out of social life. The 
concept is rooted in the philosophy of Heidegger and Wittgenstein and the social scientific work of early 
Bourdieu, early Giddens as well as late Foucault and Butler (Halkier et al., 2011). It is often named in 
comparison with existing approaches to behavior change, such as the theory of planned behavior. Instead 
of focusing on individuals’ attitudes, behaviors, and choices, practice theory rather analyzes “how 
practices form, how they are reproduced, maintained, stabilized, challenged and ultimately killed-off; 
on how practices recruit practitioners to maintain and strengthen them through continued performance, 
and how such practitioners may be encouraged to defect to more sustainable practices” (Hargreaves, 
2011, p. 84). In other words, social practices are shared, routinized human activities (Reckwitz, 2002) 
like eating, working, or riding a bicycle. Thereby, the application of theories of practice emphasizes 
processes like habituation, routine, practical consciousness, tacit knowledge, tradition, and more 
(Warde, 2005). The common thread is that all individuals are seen as practitioners engaged in the 
practice of everyday life.  
 
Hargreaves (2011) suggests that practice theory can be more useful in studying pro-environmental 
behavioral transformation than the theory of planned behavior. It can be noted that the work field of 
practice theories experiences a revival and has been extended in recent years to include e.g., cultural 
studies, environmental and sustainability research, marketing and consumer behavior, media, social 
policy and sociology (Halkier et al., 2011; Reckwitz, 2002; Shove et al., 2012; Warde, 2005).  
 
To conduct research using practice theory, it is essential to understand the meaning of ‘practices.’ A 
much-cited description is provided by Reckwitz (2002, p. 249). He explains a ‘practice’ as “a routinized 
type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one another: forms of bodily 
activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of 
understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge.“ While practices consist of 
both doings and sayings and require such performance to occur (Warde, 2005), they have at any given 
point in time a set of established understandings, procedures, and objectives. These three components 
(identified by Schatzki, 1996) vary independently of one another between groups of participants. 
Furthermore, the performance in a familiar practice is often neither fully conscious nor reflective 
(Warde, 2005). 
 
Practitioners, i.e., people who carry out the practice, are not static, but have a career (Shove et al., 2012). 
Once an individual begins to practice a particular practice and gains positive experiences (Shove and 
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Pantzar, 2005), he or she will continue to engage in that practice and develop experiences (Shove et al., 
2012; Warde, 2005). Different levels of commitment can influence the career of practitioners (Warde, 
2005). However, this career does not necessarily have to be positive, as it may also generate negative 
experiences. The more people commit themselves to a particular practice and continue with it, the more 
the practice and its meanings evolve (Shove et al., 2012). According to this, practices have a constantly 
changing number of employed practitioners who have an ever-changing experience and perception of 
the practices they perform. 
 

2.6 Three-element social practice framework 
Social practice theory consists of “several elements, interconnected to one another” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 
249), which can be successfully deconstructed to analyze behavior change. However, it does not exist a 
unified practice approach. From the various approaches that exist (e.g., Schatzki, 1996; Shove et al., 
2012; Warde, 2005), this thesis work refers to the ‘three-element social practice framework’ by Shove 
et al. (2012) for further analysis and discussion of the empirical study about consumer acceptance 
towards product service systems in (fast) fashion. 
 
The model is comprised of “images (meanings, symbols), skills (forms of competence, procedures) and 
stuff (materials, technology) that are dynamically integrated by skilled practitioners through regular and 
repeated performance“ (Hargreaves, 2011, p. 83) as presented in Figure 4.   
 
 

 
Shove et al.’s (2012) understanding of ‘materials’ includes things, technologies, tangible physical 
entities, and everything the objects are made off. They argue that materials are a necessary part of 
practices as ‘things’ are not just communicators of symbolic meaning  (Warde, 2005), status or identity, 
since they are often directly implicated in daily life routines (Shove and Pantzar, 2005). Nonetheless, 
products only have a value when they are integrated into a practice and “allied to requisite forms of 
competence and meaning” (Shove and Pantzar, 2005, p. 57). Therefore, it is necessary that all three 
elements exist for the performance of the practice.  
 

MEANINGS COMPETENCES 

MATERIALS 

MATERIALS include 
things, technologies, 
tangible physical entities, 
and the stuff of which 
objects are made. 
  

COMPETENCES that 
encompass skill, know-
how, and technique.  

MEANINGS are 
symbolic meanings, 
ideas and aspirations. 
  

Figure 4. The three-element social practice framework by Shove et al. (2012, p. 25, with minor 
modifications). 
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‘Meanings’ are closely oriented on Bourdieu's concept of habitus from 1984, which suggests that 
understandings of meaning are shared among a group and, thus, bring the group together (Spotswood et 
al., 2015). They are specifically directed towards a behavior or thing. Practice theory emphasizes tacit 
and unconscious forms of knowledge and experience through which common ways of understanding 
and being are established in the world (Shove et al., 2012). Spotswood et al. (2015, p. 24) explain that 
“this embedded meaning takes the form of a built-in and unreflective sense of what behaviors are ‘right’ 
or ‘appropriate’ (Rettie et al., 2012)”. Closely associated with this understanding that a practice can be 
considered "right" is the relevance of the number of practitioners who routinely practice it. When people 
do not participate in a practice and do not see others participating in it, they regard the scene as a place 
where the practice does not "fit" (Spotswood et al., 2015). 
 
‘Competences’ are interpreted as ‘skills’, that are required for the carrier to ‘succeed’ at the performance 
of the practice (Shove et al., 2012). They can be described as “multiple forms of understanding and 
knowledgeability”, what rooted in the idea of ‘embodied knowledge’ by Bourdieu in 1986 (Spotswood 
et al., 2015, p. 24). 
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3 Method 
In this chapter, all decisions related to the methodological approach are presented. Their relevance to 
the research problem and consequences for the research process are discussed in order to ensure 
transparency and consistency of the study. This project follows a flexible design and is based on a 
literature search with multiple sources for evidence and semi-structured interviews. Research design, 
literature review, interview conduction, data analysis, as well as quality assurance and ethical 
considerations are presented in the following.  
 

3.1 Research design 
This study addresses research questions that are motivated by development and changes in the society. 
Therefore, it can be identified as social science research in the field of sustainability (Bryman, 2012). 
The project deals with the business concept of product service systems that is relatively new 
implemented in the fashion sector, particularly in fast fashion. Aiming to contribute with in-depth insight 
from the consumer perspective on this new type of business, a qualitative methodology was chosen to 
answer the research questions.  
 
Especially in complex research areas that are context-dependent and easily influenced by individuals,  a 
qualitative research design is the preferred method (Gummesson, 2006). The change towards PSS in 
business requires complex changes in a company’s value chain, business strategy, and consumer 
acceptance. Further, the qualitative approach is preferable when studying an unexplored field because it 
allows the researcher to gain deeper understandings about a new phenomenon in its real-life context 
(Robson and McCartan, 2016).  
 
The thesis focuses intentionally on real-life behavior, rather than experiments, to address the research 
problem. It would be challenging for a researcher to decide on particular fixed frameworks and tools 
beforehand when dealing with such problems relying on external influence (Robson and McCartan, 
2016). For this reason, the approach of a flexible design is preferred due to its allowance to constantly 
reconsider both framework and tools, which can lead to fresh insights.  
 

3.2 Literature review 
To critically analyze the outcome of the study, it is crucial to describe the bigger picture that provides a 
background of the fashion industry and its environmental impacts as well as the approach of sustainable 
business models. For this purpose, a literature review was conducted. Per definition, the purpose of a 
literature review is to “locate the research project, to form its context or background, and to prove 
insights into previous work” (Blaxter et al., 2010, p. 124). A literature review helps to identify gaps and 
trends in the area of interest, which, in turn, leads to a better quality of analysis and eventual 
contributions (Robson and McCartan, 2016). The aim is not to provide fixed answered, but rather to 
build an evolved framework that gives the opportunity to consider empirical insights appearing in the 
process (Dubois and Gadde, 2002).  
 
A set of multidisciplinary literature covering product service systems in the fashion industry and social 
practice theory has been reviewed to create a relevant framework for this study. The search was 
primarily conducted in the databases Google Scholar, Uppsala University Library, and Science Direct 
focused on the key themes relevant for the project’s aim: sustainable business models and the idea of 
circular economy, product service systems and particularly use-oriented systems, PSS in the fashion 
industry, and social practice theory. Some articles about consumer behavior in the fashion industry, as 
well as environmental impacts of garments, have also been included. Quality in the literature review 
was assured through the use of well-cited peer-reviewed articles to ensure trustworthiness. 
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3.3 Semi-structured interviews 
In social research, the interviewer’s aim is to elicit all manner of information from the interviewee, also 
named respondent (Bryman, 2012). This can include the respondent’s own behavior as well as that of 
others, attitudes, norms, beliefs, and values. There are different types of research interviews, but the 
most promising for this project are semi-structured interviews due to their flexibility. Typically, a semi-
structured interview refers to a context in which the interviewer has a series of questions that are in the 
general form of an interview schedule but is still able to vary the sequence of questions (Bryman, 2012). 
Moreover, there is scope to ask further questions in response to significant answers.  
 
The interviews in this study are semi-structured. This allows for flexibility and the ability to ask 
questions outside of the interview guide while still being able to focus on the main discussion. This 
appears appropriate for the exploratory nature of the study. The semi-structured interview guide also 
allows for the setup of defining different service approaches, from which the social practice can be 
analyzed. This is carried out by using broad questions about rental and sharing in general (e.g., Do you 
sometimes consider renting things?; What was the last thing you have rented?) to deeper questions about 
clothes consumption (e.g., How would you describe yourself as a consumer of clothes?; How would you 
describe your wardrobe?; Is sustainability something you consider when buying clothes?) to even more 
profound questions about rental systems in the fashion business (e.g., Could you imagine renting parts 
of your wardrobe?; What type of clothes could you consider renting?; What would be obstacles to 
participate in a renting program?) (Appendix 1). Through this process, the interviewer can get a deeper 
insight into the underlying motivations and values behind the consumer acceptance of product service 
systems in the fashion sector (Lundblad and Davies, 2016).  
 

3.3.1 Choice of participants 
Research has demonstrated that female consumers are generally more involved in fashion products 
(O’Cass, 2004), and have a positive relationship between being female, fashion interest, and frequent 
clothing consumption and disposal (Lang et al., 2013). However, women are also most concerned with 
environmental and ethical issues in clothing and build the biggest group of sustainable fashion 
consumers (Lundblad and Davies, 2016). Targeted consumers in this project are, therefore, females, to 
ensure a general interest in fashion and openness to sustainable business models. Armstrong et al. (2015, 
p. 30) mention that age is a common way to organize participants and that PSS concepts (like fashion 
rentals) are “best suited for younger consumers”. And yet, to assure knowledge about sustainability and 
overall impacts of the textile industry, participants should not be too young. Considering all these points, 
the five participants for this study are female consumers in their twenties, while being enrolled in a 
university program related to sustainability. All participants are listed in Table 1. The decision to 
interview five respondents was made due to the project’s time constraints.  
 

Table 1. Overview of respondents for data collection 

Respondent Age Type of 
interview 

Interview 
date 

Duration 
Validation Validation 

date 
GDPR 
form 

Estelle 24 Personal 2020-05-10 40 min Transcript 2020-05-11 Yes 

Isabella 25 Personal 2020-05-11 35 min Transcript 2020-05-14 Yes 

Julia 24 Video 2020-05-12 25 min Transcript 2020-05-13 Yes 

Diana 28 Video 2020-05-13 40 min Transcript 2020-05-15 Yes 

Emelie 23 Video 2020-05-13 35 min Transcript 2020-05-17 Yes 
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3.3.2 Data collection 
Yin (2013) suggests that a wider understanding can be obtained if multiple interviews are held. 
Therefore, within the thesis frame, five interviews have been conducted. Every respondent was 
interviewed separately to avoid distraction through other opinions on the asked questions. Two of the 
interviews took place in person, while the remaining three were conducted as video calls. All interviews 
are recorded and transcribed to ensure that no details were left out. Each participant has been informed 
that the interview is recorded and agreed on that, as well as being named in this project. Moreover, all 
respondents were asked if they had any additional considerations to add retrospectively when validating 
the transcripts. 
 
Working with additional documents is relevant to almost every case study (Yin, 2013) since they give 
access to a wide range of both qualitative and quantitative data. However, it is the researcher's 
responsibility to select and critically review these sources according to appropriate criteria in order to 
use them for the actual project. Yin (2013) stresses that researchers need to be aware of the underlying 
purpose of why the chosen secondary data study was produced. Therefore, the data collected from 
secondary sources for this project was interpreted with consideration to its context. Moreover, the 
presented secondary data is used not only to provide background information for this project but also 
actively support the presented primary data.  
 

3.4 Data analysis 
Qualitative research focuses on words rather than numbers as typical for quantitative data (Miles et al., 
2014). That implies to look for meanings through an iterative process that starts when collecting the 
data. The interview questions are based on the theoretical framework and aligned with the aim of 
answering the research questions. The process of qualitative data analysis is contextual and not fully 
predictable. Especially when working with narratives, new categories may emerge that contribute to the 
initial contextual framework.  
 
As a first step in the analysis process, Miles et al. (2014) suggest that the raw data, consisting of notes 
and recordings, should be converted into transcripts. All transcripts were confirmed by the interviewees 
before being further processed for the analysis. For the analysis process, the method of coding was 
applied. Codes are “labels that assign symbolic meaning to the descriptive or inferential information 
compiled during a study” (Miles et al., 2014, Chapters 4: First Cycle Codes and Coding). Miles et al. 
(2014, ibid.) describe coding as analysis and explain that it is a “a deep reflection and, thus, analysis of 
interpretation of the data’s meaning”. Therefore, coding was used as a “data condensation” to retrieve 
the most meaningful material, assemble data chunks, and further condense them into analyzable units. 
For the first cycle coding process, the approaches of descriptive coding, in vivo coding, and values 
coding were mainly applied to summarize conducted data. In the next steps, as a second cycle method, 
the summaries were grouped into a smaller number of categories, themes, and constructs (Miles et al., 
2014). Different techniques, such as matching and organizing data in tables and figures are used to 
facilitate categorization.  
 

3.5 Quality assurance and ethical considerations 
Ensuring quality and, therefore, achieving validity and trustworthiness is an essential step in the research 
process (Robson, 2011). In order to address that, the research design applies multiple techniques in this 
project. Riege (2003) bundles relevant literature to provide a comprehensive set of techniques that can 
ensure validity and reliability in case studies. Applied techniques to assure the quality of this research 
project are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Techniques for establishing validity in case studies (based on Riege, 2003, pp. 78–79; modified 
by the author) 

Quality assurance Examples of techniques Applied in this project 

Construct validity 
Establishment of chain of evidence in 
data collection 

Interviews have been recorded and 
transcribed 

Review of evidence Transcripts sent for validation 

Internal validity 

Use of illustrations and diagrams in data 
analysis to assist explanation  

Graphic models from theoretical 
framework used for analysis 

Esurance that concepts and findings 
are systematically related 

The same framework was applied to all 
sources of data 

External validity 

Definition of scope and boundaries in 
research design Done in 3.6 Delimitations 

Comparison of evidence with extant 
literature in data analysis 

Analysis builds on theoretical 
framework 

 
To construct validity, this research project uses multiple sources, such as video and personal interviews. 
All interviews have been recorded to be transcribed. The transcripts have been sent out to the 
respondents for written validation. In the overall thesis, illustrations and figures assist for a further 
explanation beyond the text. The same framework was applied to all data sources to ensure that concepts 
and findings are systematically related. Moreover, the study's scope and the boundaries are defined in 
the research design for external validity. According to Riege (2003), these techniques contribute to 
ensuring good scientific quality.  
 
Moreover, ethical consideration is crucial throughout the entire research process (Guillemin and Gillam, 
2004). To be prepared and alert for ways of dealing with ethical tensions that may arise (Guillemin and 
Gillam, 2004), Robson (2011) suggests that interviewees should be informed about the purpose of the 
study. An open dialog about the purpose, conducted personal data, and the participation in a published 
study was established. In this project, all respondents agreed on their voluntary participation and 
permitted to record the conducted interviews for later validation in form of transcripts. However, the 
interviewees are kept anonymous in this project with only first names and age are indicated since the 
study deals with aspects from their private life. Full names are collected and kept with their consent in 
case they are requested to ensure transparency and quality.  
 

3.6 Delimitations 
During the conduction of this study project, the social distance restrictions to limit the spread of COVID-
19 had enrolled. Therefore, significant changes in the study design had to be adapted. Hence, a behavior 
observation with a subsequent questioning was no longer feasible and was modified towards semi-
structured interviews. However, it is necessary to be aware that there might be a gap between stated and 
actual behavior, which can be fully unintentional (Bryman, 2012). Moreover, the initial intention of 
social practice theory is to observe behavior to be able to get further insights. Unfortunately, this was 
no longer possible and provoked some difficulties when applying the theoretical framework to analyze 
the empirical study results. 
 
Bryman (2012, p. 271) lists possible limitations that can occur when using survey research to investigate 
behavior. He points out the interviewer’s characteristics may influence the provided answers. In this 
project, no opinion about the interviewer’s personal opinion about PSS in the fashion industry was 
shared and neither any estimations about sustainability improvements nor issues of the presented 
business models. The questions have been stated clearly and could have been explained in another way 
to avoid problems of meaning or omission.  
 



 19 

Each method, naturally, has its downsides, as there can be no universal approach covering all desired 
aspects entirely. Nevertheless, the qualitative methods of social practice theory and semi-structured 
interviews have been chosen intentionally in adaptation to the social situation during the pandemic.  
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4 Presentation and analysis of the interview results 
This chapter presents and analyzes the results of the semi-structured interviews that have served as the 
empirical study for this project. As presented in the method chapter, five respondents have been 
interviewed in accordance to answer the research questions. These interviews are structured into the 
following three main topics, which will be used as a guideline to present the results: (i) rental and 
sharing, (ii) clothes consumption, and (iii) clothes rental.  
 

4.1 Rental and sharing 
All respondents are interested in renting and have made use of the possibility to rent something instead 
of investing money into ownership as well as sharing and borrowing with/from friends and family. A 
repeated wish was to rent tools. Even though the interviewees are aware that certain possibilities exist 
(e.g., key services, an app named Hygglo), they appear limited. Most participants are renting apartments 
since they are students in their pre-work period. Further, they are open to renting cars, trailers, or cargo-
bikes when needed for transportation. Moreover, a common topic that came up was the rental of 
(outdoor) sport and activity related rental possibilities that are needed mainly for vacational purposes, 
e.g., skiing and hiking gear or camping equipment. One participant mentioned that she is currently 
paying for streaming services like Spotify and Netflix. 
 
The participants could imagine renting things that are needed only for a short period and not in frequent 
use like special occasional clothes, e.g., for weddings or graduations. In general, things that are more 
“expensive, bigger, bulkier, and used only very few times” awake the interest for rental possibilities. 
Long-term rental of furniture was mentioned as well. However, there was a clear exclusion of couches 
and beds due to personal and hygienic reasons. Personal devices and gadgets were also excluded from 
any rental interests.  
 
The concept of renting is well known. However, it appears still new in various lifestyle areas that some 
participants have not really thought about what they might not need to own. “Maybe if it gets in front 
of me that I don’t need to buy, I would be open for that.” Respondents suggest that it would be great to 
know more about the possibilities in order to make use of them.  
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4.2 Clothes consumption 
All respondents have been asked to describe themselves as a consumer of clothes. Every interviewee’s 
initial reaction was that none of them buys a lot of clothes. However, quantity, quality, and second-hand 
could be identified to describe their consumption of clothes. Some key quotes related to the identified 
criteria are presented in Table 3.   
 

Table 3. Identified criteria when respondents describe their clothes consumption  

Quantity 

 “It changed a lot during the past years. However, I was never a heavy clothes 
buyer like some of my friends. I am and was more buying one thing from time to 
time.”  

 “I don’t buy a lot of clothes and I think that has mostly to do with my financial 
situation as a student. […] But it has also made me appreciate buying 
occasional, very seldom.” 

 “I try not to buy anything new. I had the period where I only bought second-hand 
clothes. I think it's my third year of mostly buying second hand.” 

 “I don’t buy a lot of clothes at all. If I do, I feel it tends to be practical things that I 
can match with my existing garments.” 

 “I don’t buy a lot of clothes at all. Looking through old photo albums reminded 
me that some shirts are six or seven years old. For example, I only buy new 
jeans/pants once the ones I have break or get ruined.” 

Quality 

 “I am rather looking for the perfect item and invest in quality for a certain purpose. 
Usually it fits nicer and I am wearing the very expensive stuff for years. Also, 
because the quality makes it last longer.”  

 “I try to buy clothes that I knew, I would wear and that would last for a long time 
and have good materials. And then I prefer to buy a bit more expensive than 
buying a lot of small things that I knew that will break.” 

 “It feels better to pay for something that might be a bit more expensive to get 
higher quality and that is fairly made.”  

 “When I was younger, it was more quantity over quality. As for now, in the recent 
years, I have turned that around and it has changed. I think a lot more about 
quality than quantity.” 

Second-Hand 

 “Recently, I started to find second-hand quality stuff. They are cool and I like the 
style aspect because less people have it. They are kind of special, you have to 
search for it which is fun, it’s more sustainable and you can find nice quality for 
lower prices.” 

 “I buy vintage and second-hand but that is mostly if I find a really nice piece… 
like a silk shirt, a coat. […] I usually use Tradera for that. Sometimes, I check 
second-hand shop. But that is not the largest part of my consumption. I would 
be after a higher quality for cheaper prices.” 

 “I try to go second-hand shopping. To the fancy ones, where they have nice 
clothes and higher quality rather than just old H&M shirts.” 

 
Overall, the respondents’ consumption of clothes focuses mainly on the aspect of needs. Most of them 
have changed their consumption patterns with age and focus nowadays rather on quality than on 
quantity.  
 
Being a student comes mostly with a tighter financial budget. Therefore, every expense needs to be 
thought through, which reduces spontaneous purchases. That also leads to more practical garments that 
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can be matched with the existing wardrobe. Two respondents mainly purchase second-hand clothes, 
while another respondent considers second-hand when looking for new pieces. The reasons can be found 
in the interviewees’ environmental consciousness and the hunt for great quality pieces for a cheaper 
price than usual. This motivation equals with study results that have analyzed the motivation of second-
hand fashion consumption. They have discovered that not only money-saving functions as motivation 
(Yang et al., 2017), but also the idea of purchasing more luxury fashion brands that represent a more 
sustainable conscientious type of fashion (Carrigan et al., 2013).  
 
This leads to the aspect of quality when purchasing garments. All participants prefer to invest in long-
lasting quality pieces. However, highly depending on different budgets, this can vary from conscious 
collections of cheaper fashion retailers up to high-quality brands with more expensive pieces. Niinimäki 
(2017, p. 154) explains that the garment quality, from a consumer perspective, can be divided into four 
sectors:  

(i) intrinsic quality cues, which includes material, manufacturing quality, and fit;  
(ii) experienced quality attributes, which covers fit, maintenance quality, tactile feeling, 

functionality, and life span;  
(iii) extrinsic quality cues, encompassing price, brand, and manufacturing location; and 

lastly  
(iv) credence quality attributes, which are ethical production, low environmental impact, 

safety, and local production. 

 
Overall, from the respondents’ perspectives, a garment should be suitable for several purposes and 
occasions. Pieces need to fit nicely while also fitting into the existing collection of garments. 
 

4.2.1 Description of the wardrobe 
Overall, the descriptions lead to the assumption that the respondents usually do not follow fashion 
trends. Here and there, statement pieces can be found. However, in general, the wardrobes are kept quite 
basic, simple, and practical. Comfort can be identified as an important aspect when choosing clothes. 
Further, it seems that the living situation as a student requires fewer outstanding clothes than being 
active in a work career. The respondents point out that they dress differently when working in offices.  
 
Fashion trends do not play a significant role in the participants’ clothes consumption. While some 
respondents enjoy trends and see them as inspiration, others are not interested in trends. Even though 
enjoying trends and following some fashion accounts to a certain level, respondents question the time 
and amount of money that can be spent on new collections, which are released very frequently. 
“Especially because after two months, the pieces are out of fashion and you won’t wear them anymore. 
So, what to do with fashion afterward?” One interviewee draws a line between trends and her general 
interest in clothes. Mikkonen et al. (2014) make the same distinction and suggest that ‘fashion’ is 
externally dictated and short-lived, whereas ‘style’ is internally dictated and timeless. Even though 
talking about the fashion industry, the respondents in this study seem to understand this in the sense of 
‘style’, rather than ‘fashion’.  
 
Being environmentally conscious and a student that keeps the money together, spontaneous purchases 
are rare: “I hate the thought of spending money on something that I then don’t use [often]. This sort of 
wasting money makes me annoyed.” Therefore, respondents tend to keep their wardrobe basic to mix 
and match pieces.  
 

4.2.2 How to choose everyday clothes? 
Asking how respondents choose their everyday clothes was essential to get more information about 
consumer behavior and identify critical aspects that can be considered when offering rental services in 
this segment. Discussed criteria can be categorized into the following: (i) purpose, (ii), fit, (iii) colors, 
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(iv) material, (v) quality and (vi) price, as well as (vii) the brand as presented in Figure 5, while some 
key answers are provided in Table 4.  
 
 

 
Figure 5: Criteria that are considered when choosing everyday clothes. 

 
The respondents are all female master students in their mid-twenties. That results in frequent changes 
in their living situations, as they might change the location for their education or work as interns or in 
between semesters. Moreover, all of them are interest in traveling and different sport activities. This 
naturally occurs in different types of clothes to suit these different purposes. However, when buying 
clothes, this is mostly kept in mind, and the respondents try to find garments that suit several purposes. 
Hence, they need to be practical. 
  
When choosing clothes, they have to fit nicely and suit each person and body shape. Again, comfort is 
one main criterion, as well as being versatile and, therefore, practical. Especially more expensive 
garments should appear timeless because “you don’t want to get tired of it.” Colors are favored natural 
and monochrome to combine them easily with other pieces. Yuan and Shen (2019) also suggest that 
retailers should sell more functional/classic fashion products that customers are willing to use 
repeatedly. On a side note, this would also reduce their return rates. Lundblad and Davies (2016) 
analyzed the motivation behind sustainable fashion consumption and figured out, similarly to this study, 
that one dimension of the importance of longer-lasting garments shows that sustainable fashion 
consumers want their clothes to be able to last longer than only one fashion season: “Clothing that is 
perceived to be sustainable by consumers must last multiple seasons in both durability and style” 
(Lundblad and Davies, 2016, p. 155). This also relates to the aspect of a timeless style. 
 
Material related, natural fibers like cotton or linen are preferred. When it comes to synthetic fibers, 
quality becomes even more important to avoid smell or ripped parts. The fabric should be practical and 
easy to take care of. Hence, it should not wrinkle or lose its shape when washing or staining it. Compared 
to the teenage years, the fabric is getting more important to all respondents. Better material usually 
comes together with better quality and higher prices. Respondents are open to investing more for higher 
quality pieces. Then, these pieces are mostly worn for work or special occasions. However, price is still 
an unavoidable aspect that is essential when it comes to choosing a garment: “I want the producer to 
have the environment in mind and be environmentally friendly(-ier), and I want [the material] to come 
from good sources. That usually means they are a bit pricier, which is the biggest problem that I have 
as a student.” Vehmas et al. (2018) summarize similarly, that price has been one of the determining 
factors over sustainability in purchase decisions. However, an overall will to pay extra for sustainable 
offerings exists with about 2/3 of customers worldwide (White et al., 2019, p. 24).  
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Table 4. Key answers clustered to criteria that are considered when choosing everyday clothes 

Identified criteria Key answers 

Purpose 

• It depends on my situation, which changes during the year because I usually work 
three months a year. I still think about these three months when I buy new clothes.  

• I choose to spend money on one silk shirt rather than three other shirts that are more 
basic. Which also means that I only have few shirts that are basic and which I keep 
using. 

• I choose the clothes to be useful in both easy school outfits that just need to be 
comfortable and warm, or the more long-lasting working closet. 

• If I know I need new clothes just for a temporary reason, as when I studied abroad in 
another climate, I would not want to buy too much. 

• Practicality is my main purpose. 
• If I see that I need something new, then I would most likely get it. But if I don’t like it, 

I don’t buy anything. 

Fit 

• Timeless: if you put a lot of money in it, you don’t want to get tired of it. 
• Needs to have a nice shape. 
• Comfort is my most important criteria. 
• They need to look good and suit me. 
• It has to be comfortable and versatile. 
• It needs to be practical, but it also needs to look good. 

Colors • Natural colors because I want to combine it with other pieces, I already own. 
• Very monochrome.  

Material 

• I prefer natural fibers. 
• For t-shirts, I prefer going for cotton and natural fibers. If it is synthetic fibers, it has 

to be quite good quality. 
• Fabric matters for me, but I think sometimes price does, unfortunately, win. 
• Fabric is getting more and more important for me. When I was younger, it was more 

quantity over quality, but that has turned around. 
• The fabric needs to be practical and easy. It should not wrinkle nor change when 

washing or staining it. 

Quality 
(see also Price) 

• Quality is one of my main criteria: how long will it last you? 
• I invest in more expensive garments for quality reasons. 

Price 

• The more expensive clothes are the ones I prefer to wear for work. 
• Price is less important to me now than before. Before, I usually went with cheaper 

options, now that I am more selective in what I buy, I am willing to spend more 
money for better quality. 

• I do have the hardest time when it comes to prices since I am a student. […] I want 
the producer to have the environmental in mind and be environmentally friendly(-ier) 
and I want it to come from good sources. That usually means they are a bit pricier, 
which is the biggest problem that I have. Buying something I want, but also feeling 
good about it.  

Brand 

• Brands are not a criterion at all. 
• Brand does not matter so much. If its sustainable and they support something, I 

would prefer that. But it would be probably more the sustainability aspect of the 
brand instead of the brand itself. But I still do boycott some brands.  

• It was more important when I was younger to wear the right brand. Now, if the 
clothes look good, if I like them, and if they are comfortable, the brand does not 
matter. If the brand has a bad reputation and ethic, that matters. In that sense, the 
brand has gotten more important to me. 

 
 
The brand image does not have a significant influence when choosing everyday garments. One 
interviewee stated that it was more important to choose the “right brand” when she was younger. If a 
brand is sustainable or supports something environmentally friendly or ethically, it would be preferred. 
The sustainability aspect would be more important than the brand image itself. However, if the brand 
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has a particular bad reputation or ethic, this could result in a boycott. In that sense, for the participants, 
the brand gained more importance when becoming older.  
 
Nevertheless, every interviewee owns rarely worn garments too. These can be uncomfortable or 
impractical items; the right occasion might be yet missing, or the piece might be kept as a memory of 
special experiences. It was also mentioned that with the change in purchasing patterns, it becomes rarer 
that everday garments are worn only a few times. However, most of the unworn garments have been 
sorted out and kept in boxes to donate them to charity or sell them. Keeping sorted and unused clothes 
in boxes is a common behavior that refers to a lack of knowledge of how and where clothing can be 
disposed of. Morgan and Birtwistle (2009) suggest that consumers could be encouraged to donate more 
by providing more information and collection points.  
 

4.2.3 Sustainability and the trust in retailers  
The relevance of sustainability seems to increase with more knowledge and educational background. 
While sustainability was barely considered at a younger age, all interviewees stated that it becomes, in 
different ways, more and more important to them. Moreover, stores are increasingly commercially using 
sustainability with a particular focus on conscious consumers. Further, more brands are including a 
(more) sustainable choice into their collections. However, compared to their regular collections, the 
range is still limited. As mentioned before, some interviewees decide on second-hand clothes as a more 
sustainable option. If they buy new, most of them try to focus on good quality and, therefore, long-
lasting garments. However, budget concerned consumers struggle here more and need to switch to 
cheaper retailers as well.  
 
Besides environmental and ethical concerns, one respondent questions that high chemically treated 
garments are good for the skin.  
 
To fight over-consumption, the process of buying clothes is increasingly seen as an investment that is 
well thought through instead of spontaneously purchased. This, indirectly, involves that the owner treats 
its pieces with more care and appreciation. Moreover, sustainability is not only considered when buying 
clothes but reflects in the respondents’ overall-consumption patterns.  
 
The trust in information provided by fashion retailers is relatively low. While two respondents answer 
they generally don’t trust fashion retailers, two respondents state that, “you have to trust them a little 
bit”, and one respondent distinguishes between different retailers.  
 
Overall, all interviewees are critical when it comes to provided information: “It is such a tough business 
that I feel the branching and stores are almost fighting about the customers and trying to appeal as many 
people as possible. I feel like a lot of their promises are not really real.” One respondent argues that 
particularly larger brands are hiding quite a lot. When looking for information about manufacturing 
processes, the information is very limited. Mostly sustainable brands are more open about providing 
supply chain information, but there is still an overall lack of transparency. Further, she doubts that high-
quality brands are more sustainable due to similar manufacturing processes. They might provide better 
quality and, therefore, longer-lasting garments. However, that does not automatically involve a better 
sustainability reputation. She follows the strategy to avoid new clothes due to her lack of information 
and, instead, buys second-hand clothes that extend the use-time of these particular garments and reduce 
the need for new resources. Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) point out that companies must recognize 
that the more educated the consumers are, the more likely they make well considered and intelligent 
choices. This can lead to avoiding a company and favoring it over others for their business behavior. 
This points out how important long-time oriented sustainable business models are to attract customers.  
 
Two respondents argue that, “you still need to trust the companies to a certain extent.” If there are 
particular garments marked as sustainable, there must be a reason for it and, therefore, some kind of 
effort. However, it is necessary to be critical and do some more research if you really want to know to 
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what extent it is more sustainable: “We all know what the industry looks like. We have pictures of the 
factories in Asia, and we know that a lot of chemicals go into clothes. Can you really claim to be 
sustainable then?” Thus, the allegation of greenwashing arises quickly. Besides environmental and 
ethical concerns, it also seems questionable how the chemical treatments are not harmful to the skin. 
Although sustainability is a key factor in the general consumption of the participants, they do not always 
search for information. Sometimes, they state, you just buy what fits best – on your body and your 
budget. 
 
In their literature review, Yang et al. (2017) gain a similar understanding and summarize that sustainable 
fashion consumers appear skeptical about the sustainability efforts taken by the major fashion retailers. 
Although fashion producers and retailers offer sustainable options nowadays, they still rely on over-
consumption and low prices to meet their old-fashioned business goals. Some authors argue that the 
provision of information on the benefits and functioning of the process for a successful sustainability 
implementation is crucial (Rexfelt and Hiort af Ornäs, 2009). On the other hand, while consumers desire 
more information and greater understanding about the impact of the clothing products they buy, the 
industry's advertising and marketing infrastructure is often only designed to counteract this objective 
(Armstrong et al., 2015). Some consumers might feel like they do not have a real alternative since they 
do not have access to transparent information (Vehmas et al., 2018). Lundblad and Davies (2016) 
recognized more self-reflection being embodied in consumption, which aligns with questioning the need 
and quality of purchases. In their study, much alike in this one, they could not identify any peer pressure 
or sense of belonging in the choice to consume sustainably.  
 

4.3 Clothes rental 

4.3.1 Interest in renting clothes 
When asking the interviewees if they could imagine renting parts of their wardrobe instead of buying 
them, the initial answer was ‘yes.’ However, thinking that process through while answering, first doubts 
appeared.  
 
A general interest in shortly used garments could be identified. Named examples are skiing clothes and 
sportswear for outdoor activities in general; clothes for kids, “since they grow out quickly”; maternity 
clothes; and special occasion clothes like dresses for brides, wedding guests, or New Year’s Eve parties. 
These garments are usually more expensive, while they are used only for a few times, sometimes even 
just one day. If considering long-term rentals, fashionable pieces like a winter coat are considered to 
rent for the whole winter. However, this appears uninteresting for fashion retailers since the coat would 
probably lose quality and be out of fashion in the next season. Therefore, the garment's lifetime would 
not be extended, and the retailer would not earn money for renting it several times, which makes it 
unlikely to rent it out for a low price. 
 
However, if considering renting, then only parts of the wardrobe. Every respondent excluded the daily 
‘go-to-clothes.’ Moreover, intimate items like sportswear or skiing underwear would not be considered 
as a rental option. “I draw the line at underwear and undergarments. […] Also, thermo underwear is 
something you can wear when it is cold. You have several uses and would use them a lot in winter.” 
 
A frequent rental service where new garments are rented weekly or monthly appears to be a lot of effort 
that needs to be put into it. 
 
Everything that would be worn more than a few times, one respondent explains, she prefers to own: 
“Since only I buy what I really like and mostly also need, I probably want to own the clothes and keep 
them in my repertoire.” That guarantees a nice fit, good quality, and the joy after investing in a piece 
you have thought about for a long time. As Piscicelli et al. (2015) state, lending, borrowing, or renting 
might be appealing only for a limited number of customers sharing a certain, distinct, value orientation. 
In this study, the respondents' values have in common that they all try to focus on sustainability aspects 
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when choosing clothes. Thus, it can be questionable if a different value orientation explains different 
viewpoints on renting. Some researchers figured out that in the concept of PPS, one key barrier is the 
consumer’s readiness to accept and support ownerless consumption (Armstrong et al., 2015; Niinimäki, 
2017), which aligns with the following and already mentioned statement: “Maybe if it gets in front of 
me that I don’t need to buy, I would be open for that.” Collaborative consumption appears still new in 
most parts of life, and some practices have just not developed from behavior adoption to its maintenance.  
 

4.3.2 Reasons for renting garments 
The main reason for considering renting clothes is to save money. The respondents assume that renting 
special occasion pieces for a short period would be cheaper than actually buying all the garments. This 
refers mainly to more expensive clothes like outdoor sportswear and festive dresses. Further, paying for 
a garment that is used only a few times appears as a waste of money and material. Moreover, unused 
items provoke a bad and guilty feeling when spending money on something you don’t make regular use 
of. “Handing the garments back while knowing someone else is wearing them afterward, taking care of, 
and gets joy out of them would be great.” Additionally, they would not take up space in the closet.  
 
However, renting so far is mostly considered for short usages. One respondent does not believe that it 
is fun enough to change clothes frequently since she prefers to keep things for a long time. This does 
not relate to an emotional connection in the sense of memories and is rather the joy of a treasure that she 
has been saving money for.  
 

4.3.3 Which garments to rent 
As already mentioned, the preferred garments to rent are special occasion items and outdoor clothes that 
are only worn for a limited time. Office clothes were considered as well, but here, the respondents went 
back and forth with their answers. Once in the working life, office wear would be needed daily and, 
therefore, worn many times Here, renting would require much advanced planning that was seen as a 
hurdle while thinking about it. Moreover, working regularly also means that office wear becomes the 
daily wardrobe and then counts as everyday clothes that none of the interviewees is interested in renting 
out. 
 
However, if renting something, the logistics must work seamlessly since the customer relies on getting 
the clothes for a particular day/time frame in a good fit and good condition.  
 

4.3.4 Renting at everyday clothes retailers 
Imagine you have the option to rent at typical everyday fashion retailers like H&M. What would be 
needed to make that sound interesting for you? The answers to this question have not been unison and 
have been thought through while talking about the possibility of renting at everyday fashion retailers.  
 
First of all, logistics must work seamlessly. It is essential that getting the garments and bringing them 
back is easy.  
 
Second, the quality has to be good, in certain cases improved, and the clothes have to be clean and 
ironed. This was seen as a critical point because fast fashion barely stays in shape after washing it several 
times. “I want to have it look nice, even as the 10th customer renting it.” Since the clothes are already so 
cheap, renting does not sound too appealing to the respondents. “I wouldn’t be ready to put a lot of 
money on renting if buying the clothes is not much more expensive. Then I would just buy it instead of 
renting.” Therefore, it seems more appealing to rent more expensive clothes, which the respondents 
usually do not consider when purchasing garments. Here, they assume that renting would be 
significantly cheaper.  
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Third, the collections should cover special occasion garments that are usually worn only on a limited 
number of events. When it comes to renting everyday clothes, the respondents are not interested: “It 
would have to be something special. I would not consider everyday stuff because that is not my mentality 
[…] I don’t shop a lot, and I don’t think it is fun for me to change my wardrobe. It has to be something 
special.” “I would not like to rent something per month. I just don’t feel like showing people that I have 
different clothes every month. I would use it more for special occasion. I have enough clothes for every 
day, and I don’t care if I re-wear the same sweater every second week. I might also like to wear it.”  
 
Forth, the retailers are asked to higher their sustainability standards to be considered for renting. One 
respondent simply avoids supporting fast fashion retailers. Hence, renting would mean supporting them 
and their business strategy as well.  
 
Fifth, the marketing aspect must be convincing. Retailers should be transparent about cleaning 
processes. Further, they have to highlight that renting is more environmentally friendly than having an 
old dress in your closet. One respondent stated that it might be interesting to have “some statistics about 
how much people consume” to make them think about buying less. However, this could provoke less 
profit if people reduce their overall consumption. Also, references from other people or influencers 
would be needed to convince people to try out this service-related concept.  
 
Sixth, the price must be attractive, especially for budget concerned customers who probably calculate 
“how many uses you get out.” 
 
Seventh, a monthly changing selection of garments was considered interesting, but not for personal use. 
The idea of trying different styles without purchasing these articles seemed appealing. However, that 
was wished to come with a style consultation, which probably provokes extra costs.  
 
Lastly, if a customer liked the rented garment, a possibility to purchase this piece for a lower price was 
wished for.  
 

4.3.5 Obstacles for renting clothes 
The biggest obstacle for a use-oriented service model in the textile industry is the customer’s lack of 
interest and, simply, the preference to own garments.  
 
In case of complicated feasibility (e.g., printing tags, complicated logistics) or bad customer services, 
the interest in renting decreases immediately. Similarly, when there is no possibility to try on the chosen 
items to decide for the one fitting best. Moreover, shipping the items frequently via post “would put 
[respondents] off.” An in-store drop-off/pick-up system would be accepted if located close by. If 
garments look different in real life, do not appear clean, or show visible signs of usage and/or holes, the 
rental company would not be considered for another time.  
 
Furthermore, interviewees do not want to pay for pieces they do not like or do not fit. When buying 
clothes, they usually assure a good fit before spending the money. Companies need to find a solution 
for that to advertise renting as tempting as purchasing.  
 
Other than that, interviewees worry about a bad reputation when presenting new clothes frequently since 
they are all known as conscious and sustainability-focused persons in their friend groups. “I would feel 
kind of bad about the people who see me every day and […] might think I don’t wear something twice. 
I am talking about sustainability, and then I would come wearing new clothes every week. […] I think 
that would bother me.”  
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4.3.6 Is renting a more sustainable way of consuming clothes? 
All respondents consider renting as a more sustainable way of consuming clothes in the sense that it 
saves material and resources due to the extended use-time of garments. Companies could improve their 
environmental and social production standards if they understand the rental business as part of their 
sustainability strategies. 
 
Renting might help to decrease the overall consumption while increasing the quality, which could reduce 
the consumption of disposable items. On the other hand, if people rent frequently and go more often to 
the store for logistical reasons, it could also trigger more consumption. This is “still not a very 
sustainable mindset. It still means having lots of different items.”  
 
Even though a reduction in consumption could be reached, the cleaning process of clothes must be 
modified to be sustainable. Currently, clothes get usually cleaned in a “dry cleaning process that is not 
very sustainable due to the chemicals they use.” Apart from possible water pollution, customers may be 
allergic to the chemicals. Further, the items must have such a good quality to “survive” the cleaning 
process several times, which appears unrealistic for fast fashion quality garments.  
 
Moreover, to be sustainable, the respondents were unsure about how much customers take care of the 
garments while using them. It must be assured that the rental service gives incentives to do so and takes 
care of the clothes as well, so they last longer.  
 
Finally, the shipping was considered as highly unsustainable, particularly when the warehouses are 
located all around Europe. On top of that, the needed packaging would increase, which, generally, cannot 
be considered sustainable.  
 
Baines et al. (2007) clarify that PSS do not automatically entail less material and energy flow. They can 
simply be used as a financial instrument to increase profit. This, however, may even cause higher 
consumption, where products are used less carefully, resulting in faster wear and dispose. This might 
result in a rebound effect that offsets immediate environmental benefits (Vezzoli et al., 2015). For 
Corvellec and Stål (2017), it is unclear if PSS can live up the expectations as a solution toward an 
economy that demands fewer materials and is, thus, more sustainable. They argue it would be a mistake 
to equal servitization with dematerialization since real-life services are interconnected with materiality. 
“Considering them as immaterial leads to underestimating and […] missing the environmental impact 
of their use of resources” (Corvellec and Stål, 2017, p. 22). Considering the results of this and other 
presented studies, product service systems do not automatically lead to environmental improvement. 
Logistic aspects as transportation of the garments, packaging, drop-off and pick-up stations, and 
cleaning processes are highly important to maintain a more sustainable service. The overall aim needs 
to be kept in mind to develop a sustainable business model. Thus, it focuses on the extensions of the 
lifetime of any garment to be able to reduce resource depletion while simultaneously generating profit 
from less consumption. If renting is a fully integrated loop into the circular system thinking, it may 
provoke more interest from conscious consumers. Otherwise, PSS would appear as a separate loop that 
still requires resources and materials for its clothes. Even more if recycled materials and recycling 
processes are not included in the production process.  
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5 Changing focus towards practices 
In chapter five, the study results are analyzed within the social practice framework. Further, it will 
provide some reflections on the chosen theory and methodology, as well as provide suggestions for 
further research. 
 
 
White et al. (2019, p. 24) define sustainable consumer behavior as “actions that result in decreases in 
adverse environmental impacts as well [as] decreased utilization of natural resources across the lifecycle 
of the product, behavior, or service.” According to the presented study results, all respondents can be 
classified as sustainable consumers. Therefore, it is necessary to clarify that this chapter does not analyze 
the behavior change towards more sustainable consumption patterns. Instead, it is the behavior change 
and openness towards use-oriented business models in the fashion industry. However, as stated above, 
this does not imply that PSS are automatically a more sustainable way of consuming clothes, which was 
also discussed in the interviews. 
 
As presented in chapter 2, the three-element-model by Shove et al. (2012) serves as the theoretical 
framework. Summarized, social practice theory consists of “several elements, interconnected to one 
another” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 249), which can be successfully deconstructed to analyze behavior change. 
Hargreaves (2011, p. 83) explains that the model consists of meanings, competences, and materials that 
are dynamically integrated by qualified practitioners through regular and repeated performance.  
 
 

MATERIALS include 
things, technologies, 
tangible physical entities, 
and the stuff of which 
objects are made. 
 

MEANINGS are symbolic meanings, 
ideas and aspirations. 

COMPETENCES that encompass 
skill, know-how, and technique.  

How would you describe your 
wardrobe? 
How do you choose every-day clothes 
you buy? 
What materials/fabrics do you prefer? 
Is quality important?  
Do you have garments that are unworn 
or worn only a few times? 

How would you describe yourself as a 
consumer of garments? 
Are you interested in fashion trends? 
Do you have a favorite piece? 
Is the brand something you consider? 
Is sustainability something you 
consider when you buy clothes? 
Why would it be interesting for you to 
rent garments instead of owning 
them? 
Do you trust the information provided 
by a fashion retailer?  
 

Do you sometimes consider renting 
things instead of buying them? 
Is there something you would like to 
have more possibilities for renting? 
How do you choose every-day clothes 
you buy? 
Is sustainability something that you 
consider when you buy clothes? 
Do you think renting is a more sust. 
option of consuming clothes?  
Do you trust the information provided 
by a fashion retailer?  
 

Figure 6. Questions from interview guide that can be classified into the three-element model. 
Questions can appear more than once if they cover different elements at the same time.  



 31 

To clarify, the questions were assigned to the three elements, as shown in Figure 6. A question can 
appear in more than one element if it covers more than one category. Some questions, especially relating 
to the acceptance of PSS in the textile industry, could not be assigned to any of these dimensions. Figure 
6 is further presented in the chapters 5.1 to 5.3 below.  
 

5.1 Materials 
Materials are understood as things, technologies, tangible physical entities, and everything the objects 
are made off (Shove et al., 2012). Things are not only communicators of symbolic meaning (Warde, 
2005), status or identity because they are mostly integrated into daily life routines (Shove and Pantzar, 
2005). Within the scope of this study, respondents related materials to garments themselves, textile 
fabrics, quality standards, and sustainability aspects. The overall wish when purchasing new garments 
was to decide for long-lasting good quality, preferable in natural fibers for everyday clothes.  
 
In order to even consider renting clothes, all participants demand very good quality so that the clothes 
look undamaged and are worth the rental fee even after several rental customers. However, this appears 
difficult when fast fashion brands are considered to be the retailers that provide clothes for rental services 
due to their typically only short-lasting quality. A general rental interest could be identified for rarely 
used garments and apparel for (outdoor) sports activities.  
 

5.2 Competences 
Competences are understood as ‘skills’ that are required for the carrier to ‘succeed’ at the performance 
of the practice (Shove et al., 2012) and are rooted in the idea of ‘embodied knowledge’ (Spotswood et 
al., 2015). In this case, a carrier has to now about the idea of fashion, different purposes of textiles, and 
how to interact in a capitalistic setting. Given that all respondents are currently living in Sweden and 
aware of how to dress appropriately, the embodied knowledge about these practices is available. 
 
People tend to gain the necessary skills and knowledge if they engage in practices (Shove et al., 2012). 
Hence, practices are a continuous process of experience, reflection, and learning to increase the 
practitioner’s competences (Shove et al., 2012; Warde, 2005), which might depend on the commitment 
and knowledge exchange with others. All participants have developed competences related to the 
purchase of textiles and have further developed them through questioning and reflecting their own 
actions. Further, the overall consumption pattern can be identified as related to the sustainability 
backgrounds of all respondents. This reflects in overall reduced consumption and the repeating 
questions, how to act sustainable and how to decide sustainably.  
 
When discussing PSS in the textile industry, the sense of materiality, usage, need, durability, and price 
were constantly questioned. Participants know about the concept of service systems and have made use 
of them in different ways. However, everyday clothes seem to be something that should be effortless to 
put on. Clothes are important to all interviewees and they enjoy good quality and special garments. 
However, none of them stated to be interested in trends, which reduces the need to hunt for new trend-
pieces. This also reduces the interest in renting statement pieces for the everyday life. Renting special 
occasion garments, as ball gowns, however, opens up an interesting possibility to the interviewees. 
Essential here is the knowledge that these services are available for affordable prices, recommendations 
by others, fast feasibility as well as a seamless process to gain a pleasant experience.  
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5.3 Meanings 
Meanings are tacit and unconscious forms of knowledge and experience (Shove et al., 2012) that takes 
the form of a built-in and unreflective sense of what behaviors are ‘right’ or ‘appropriate’ and thus bring 
a group together (Spotswood et al., 2015).  
 
Focusing on sustainability in their academic career provides all participants insights into possible 
consequences, which can occur caused by their actions and decisions. All interviewees are very aware 
of these facts and try to behave mostly as an example for others: “If I don’t support sustainable choices, 
who else will do then?” This results in fewer consumption in general and a focus on better quality to 
extend the life- and use-time of any product – not only textiles.  
 
The study results made clear that clothes were not only worn as status symbols. Clothes are an integral 
part of daily structures and are chosen for different purposes. These can vary from practicality to special 
occasions that culturally require special clothes. However, all interviewees emphasize that clothes 
should be variable and versatile for them.  
 
Usually, special occasion clothes as ball gowns, wedding dresses, or party wear are not versatile and are 
mostly used only for rare and specific occasions. Due to the cultural expectations that, particularly 
women, do not wear the same dress several times in similar settings, there is a need to invest in new 
pieces now and then. These garments normally come at a higher price than standard garments and are, 
therefore, more an investment, especially because students mostly live with a tighter budget. In this 
sense, respondents are open to renting special occasion clothes instead of owning them. They hope to 
save money, do not store unused garments in their closets, and avoid guilt when investing money and 
resources into something they do not make regular use of. 
 
Renting the everyday wardrobe does not appear attractive to the participants yet. It was mentally 
connected with an additional expenditure of time since the garments must be picked out regularly. 
Besides, the pick-up and return of the rented clothes were also not considered to be particularly 
environmentally friendly. Furthermore, there is no guarantee that the selected items will fit and please 
the wearer. 
 
However, some respondents also stated that they have never thought about not owning their everyday 
clothes because renting is partly unimaginable. Studies about behavior have figured out that some 
activities can gradually become more commons and substitute their old alternatives (Rettie et al., 2012). 
Further, meanings can develop together with the practitioner’s engagement in new practices. For 
example, renting clothes could become a new normal, the more people participate in a service system 
and inspire other practitioners to follow their example. However, this, of course, can vary significantly 
from person to person. Should participants participate in a service model for sustainable reasons, the 
retailer must convincingly provide solid evidence for the benefit of this type of consumption. 
 

5.4 Reflections on theory and methodology 
Social practice theory analyzes behavior through the observation of practices. Therefore, a systematic 
behavior observation with subsequent questioning of the practitioners was originally planned. However, 
the social distancing regulations, that appeared during this thesis project, to fight the spread of COVID-
19 made that plan impossible. In addition, working and studying from home made new clothing 
purchases largely unnecessary, but renting became completely irrelevant in these days. Consuming 
clothes is a habitual behavior, but the subconscious might have lead to a different viewpoint in this 
special time.  
 
The conducted-semi-structured interviews provided interesting data to continue with the research project 
and to answer the research questions. The insights are absolutely valuable. Nonetheless, just asking 
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about people’s behavior instead of observing it, lacks the small, unconscious details. This might lead to 
a gap between stated and actual behavior. To gain deeper insights into consumer behavior and their 
openness towards PSS in the everyday clothing sector, this gap can be significant. Focusing on this gap 
might be an interesting approach for further research. Not following the behavior observation made it 
also difficult to set the empirical results in relation to the chosen theoretical framework. Nevertheless, 
the results of this study can be of great interest for further research studies. 
 

5.5 Suggestions for further research  
For future research, it appears interesting to follow the social practice approach that analyzes how 
practices form by observing people’s practices and not rely on attitudes, behavior, and choices shared 
by the respondents themselves to get different insights. Moreover, it would be interesting to figure out 
what are the actual the target groups for rental services. It appears that conscious consumers present 
such a reduced consumption, that it would not appear interesting from the economic business model 
side.  
 
Further, conducting different target groups concerning the educational background, overall consumer 
behavior, age, and different countries appears worthwhile. Armstrong et al. (2015) explain that older 
consumers have a more stable value base and a decreased need for appearance change and are, therefore, 
less interested in fashion rental models. Although all interviewees are in their mid-twenties, none of 
them strove for a regular change in their wardrobes. For companies, it will be necessary to identify their 
target groups in order to design adequate sustainable business models. This might vary in different 
countries, as well.  
 
Moreover, Sweden’s fashion style, also known as the ‘Scandi style’, convinces with simple designs and 
natural, unobtrusive colors. Other cultures might be more open to extravagant styles and outstanding 
fashion pieces. Here, it could be interesting to figure out if different consumer markets with other fashion 
styles show a different interest in PSS for everyday textiles.  
 
Finally, it seems, above all, necessary to carry out further studies on the benefits of PSS in the fashion 
industry in terms of (environmental) sustainability. So far, there is a lack of knowledge, which makes it 
still questionable if PSS reduce the use of resources, extend the lifetime of garments, reduces overall 
emissions or possibly increases emissions due to frequent transportation. The overall aim to reduce 
consumption needs to be kept in mind when developing PSS in the fashion industry to fight the problem 
by its roots.  
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6 Conclusions 
The objective of this study was to provide an overview of the possibilities of use-oriented services for 
sustainability and to figure out motives and obstacles for renting everyday clothes from a consumer 
perspective. Therefore, a multidisciplinary literature review was conducted to get insights into the topics 
of sustainable business models, circular businesses in particular, and PSS, especially in the fashion 
industry. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect empirical data that were analyzed by coding 
and related to the concept of social practice theory.  
 
Product service systems present the idea of collaborative consumption and gained attention due to its 
transformation from a private and local behavior into a transformation movement that provides new 
business opportunities. The great interest evolves from the social focus on sustainability and sharing as 
an economically and environmentally viable business activity (McNeill and Venter, 2019). PSS were 
identified as a sustainable business method that delivers functionality instead of product ownership 
(Armstrong et al., 2015; Baines et al., 2007; Pal and Gander, 2018; Piscicelli et al., 2015). They aim to 
move towards alternative utilization options to decrease the total material consumption and extend a 
product’s use-time.  
 
The clothing industry is one of the most polluting and unsustainable business industries and starts to 
move towards the wider movement of circular economy and use-oriented service businesses. With the 
concept being tested on cheap, and less quality-focused fashion retailers, the concept's real strength can 
be slowly analyzed. This study focused on incentives and obstacles for conscious consumers to 
participate in a fashion renting program as well as the possibilities for sustainability from a consumer 
perspective. However, it needs to be stated that this study is based on interviews, which can provoke a 
gap between stated and actual behavior. This made it also difficult to apply the conducted data on the 
chosen theoretical social practice framework.  
 
The results show that renting everyday garments appears as a new concept that has not been considered 
within the interviewees so far. There is a general interest in renting special occasion garments such as 
ball gowns, wedding dresses, and clothes for outdoor sports activities. Motives to rent garments were to 
avoid spending money on garments that are usually worn only a few times due to limited occasions. 
Further, preventing wasting resources was mentioned as an important incentive to participate in a renting 
program. However, special motives to rent everyday clothes could not be identified since the study 
participant stated to prefer to own these garments.  
 
Identified obstacles are the own lack of interest in fashion styles, no need for new clothes, concerns 
about other people’s opinions when presenting new garments very frequently, quality, as well as logistic 
and transportation concerns. Underwear and sportswear that sit directly on the skin were not considered 
for renting. Hygiene is an essential topic, but all respondents would trust the providers to clean the rented 
garments adequately. However, an alternative approach to dry cleaning was wished for, since this 
treatment contains chemicals and cannot be stated as a sustainable cleaning method.  
 
Sustainability was an overall important aspect for all respondents and, therefore, the concept of renting 
was mainly discussed in the sense of providing a sustainable purpose. Participants agreed that the 
business model could contribute to sustainability when the lifetime of garments is significantly 
extended. However, they questioned the way of transportation and packaging, the cleaning process, and 
their own willingness to support fast fashion retailers. Furthermore, if renting still focuses on providing 
several different fashion styles in short periods, the overall consumption would not decrease, and the 
root of the problem would not be addressed. Use-oriented service systems need to be used as an 
alternative to make a profit without promoting the same unsustainable consumption patterns in order to 
be considered as a sustainable business model. 
 
To conclude, renting everyday clothes does not appear attractive for conscious consumers (in this study) 
due to their already reduced consumption patterns. To rent everyday garments, the consumer needs to 
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have a significant interest on changing fashion styles to enjoy spending time on choosing items and 
presenting different garments frequently. However, this would not address the initial sustainability 
concerns that are highly alerting in the textile production industry. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct 
further research on the possibilities of PSS in the fashion industry in terms of sustainability targets: Can 
PSS decouple economic success from material consumption? Based on the results of this study, renting 
seems attractive when it comes to clothes that are usually only needed for a short period of time. 
Therefore, further studies on event clothing and outdoor sportswear seem worthwhile. For these 
garments, there was generally less concerns about quality issues. It was also assumed that the life span 
of these garments can be significantly extended, which is in line with the original objective. In general, 
renting from more quality focused retailers provoke more interest than renting everyday clothes - 
especially when purchasing a garment would not cost much more than the rental price.  
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Appendix 

Interview Guide 
Topic: Rental and Sharing 
 

• Do you sometimes consider renting things instead of buying them? 

• Do you have an example for when you did last time? 

• Is there something you would like to have more possibilities to rent instead of owning that 
product? 

• Is there something you would prefer to own instead of renting/sharing with others? 

 
 
Topic: Clothes consumption 
 

• How would you describe yourself as a consumer of clothes?  

• Are you interested in fashion trends? 

• How would you describe your wardrobe? 

• How do you choose the everyday clothes you buy? (e.g., style, fabric, price, brand (image), 
quality, sustainability aspects, etc.) 

• Do you have a favorite piece? 

• Do you have garments that are unworn or worn only very few times? If yes, what type of 
garments are these? 

• Is sustainability something you consider when you buy clothes? 

 
 
Topic:   Clothes rental 
 

• Could you imagine renting parts of your wardrobe instead of buying them? 

• Why would it be interesting for you to rent them instead of buying them? / Why not? 

• Imagine you have the option to rent at typical everyday fashion retailers like H&M or Lindex. 
What would be needed to make that sound interesting for you? (e.g., subscription, price, number 
of items, return policies, time to wear them, pick-up/drop-off, types of clothes, etc.) 

• What type of clothes could you consider renting? 

• Do you think renting is a more sustainable option for consuming clothes? Why?/Why not? 

• Do you trust the information provided by a fashion retailer? 

• What would be (an) obstacle(s) for you to participate in a renting program? (e.g., price, trust, 
not convinced, doesn’t suit my needs, hygienic reasons, logistic, time, etc.) 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


