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Abstract

Abstract 
It is well known that the image of a country has a considerable impact on consumers' 

perception of products made there and influences their subsequent buying decisions. 

This effect has been found to have a similar extent like other external factors such as 

prices and brand name. Considering this, the present study was designed to investigate 

Generation Z's willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" and the related 

importance of sustainability measures. The basic idea was that a negative country image 

of China could decrease the willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" in the 

very critical Gen Z and that their willingness to buy could be improved by adding 

sustainability measures. There is broad agreement that sustainability is the greatest 

challenge of our time. In this context, fashion industry is one of the most criticised 

branches. Its concept of "fast fashion" inevitably promotes ecologically questionable 

methods and socially problematic working conditions. Furthermore, most of the fast 

fashion products are made in China, which is heavily accused of shortcomings in 

sustainability. Taking also into regard that Gen Z members engage more intensively 

than former generations with topics like environment protection, politics and society, 

and are seriously worried about their future, it is conceivable that Generation Z might 

be a special challenge for decision makers in fashion industry.  

To get first insights into this matter, nine hypotheses were developed and tested in a 

sample of 171 members of Generation Z in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. The 

study revealed that as well the country image of China as the perception of and the 

willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" are rated significantly lower than 

the neutral reference point. Furthermore, a close correlation could be found between 

these constructs. However, the manipulation of the products by adding sustainability 

features to the product descriptions (social, environmental, social + environmental 

features) showed a highly significant effect with a marked improvement in all three 

groups. These results show a close connection between fashion production in China, 

sustainability and Gen Z with very probable effects on fashion business and marketing. 

Keywords: Generation Z, Sustainability, China, Willingness to buy, Country Image,  

Product Perception, Purchase intention, Environmentalism, Fashion, Textile industry  
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Introduction

1. Introduction 

1.1 Relevance of the topic 
As early as in 1972 the Club of Rome postulated in its report “The Limits to Growth” 

that the existing model of growth has reached its limits, that a transformation is 

mandatory, and that this transformation necessarily needs to be sustainable (Meadows et 

al, 1972). Even though the predicted ultimate collapse has not happened yet, there has 

been a rising activity in politics, economy, and society regarding a sustainable 

reorganisation as a strategy for the future (Brundtland, 1987; United Nations [UN], 

1992; UN-Doc., 2001). As a final result of international policy, on January 1st, 2016 the 

United Nations (UN) put into force the Agenda 2030 that describes 17 goals for a 

sustainable development (SDGs) on an economic, social and ecological basis (UN 

General Assembly, 2015).  

One of the driving forces for the achievement of sustainability goals are currently 

mainly juvenile climate activists, who are anxious about their future and who want to 

take part in shaping the future. However, current youth studies show that not only 

among climate activists but also within the whole age group of young people problems 

regarding the environment play an important role (Albert et al, 2019; Criteo, 2018; 

Elbdudler, 2018; OC&C, 2019). The polled juveniles are by definition members of the 

so-called Generation Z (Gen Z) that includes people born between 1995 and 2010 

(McKinsey, 2018; OC&C, 2019). This Gen Z differs significantly from its preceding 

generations, especially concerning their way of communication, their values and their 

philosophy. Gen Z’s members were born in a fully digitised world and as “always-on” 

generation they are used to always retrieving information in real-time and to express 

themselves with posts, tweets or status updates. By that, there is a huge influence 

through peer groups and influencers. Compared to former generations, Gen Z members 

engage more intensively with lifelike topics like environment protection, politics and 

society and are seriously worried about their future especially in regard to the protection 

of natural resources and sustainability (Albert et al, 2019; Criteo, 2018; Elbdudler, 

2018; OC&C, 2019).  

When it comes to the environment, fashion industry is one of the most criticised and 

thoroughly watched branches since it is extremely energy consuming, polluting and 
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Introduction

wasteful (McKinsey & Company, 2020). Sustainability in fashion would mean to 

design, produce and distribute ethically, ecologically and economically throughout the 

entire supply chain. However, in the era of “fast fashion” this is nearly impossible, since 

characteristics of fast fashion are the quick copying of trends and a high rate of 

changing fashion lines. On average, fast fashion labels drop eight lines per year, which 

accordingly have very short cycle times from design to the finished product. This 

inevitably promotes ecologically questionable methods and socially problematic 

working conditions: Concerning the environmental pollution, fashion industry is one of 

the main contributors and in terms of the working conditions, one of the most criticised 

branches of industrial production (Niinimäki et al, 2020; Quantis, 2018). As a result, 

ecological and social standards in fashion industry meanwhile became a mainstream 

topic, which leads to a considerable rise of pressure on the decision makers in fashion 

industry and makes it impossible to ignore the subject of sustainability any longer 

(Publiceye, 2014). According to the accounting firm McKinsey & Company (2019a), 

there is no doubt that sustainability is nowadays a “must have” in fashion industry. The 

current attempts of stronger efforts regarding sustainability show that this message has 

really reached the textile industry (Boston Consulting Group, 2019). Meanwhile, most 

fashion companies have implemented a sustainability policy and in part even launched 

green fashion lines (Table 4). However, these efforts often seem implausible to the 

public because fashion industry with its fast fashion-philosophy is inevitably regarded 

as the opposition to sustainability. Therefore, fashion manufacturers are not rarely 

accused of “Greenwashing” (Reidt, 2019). 

The lack of credibility of sustainable production in fashion industry is at least partly 

justified by the conditions in most countries of production. The leading fashion 

manufacturers are almost exclusively producing their clothing in low-wage countries, 

primarily in the Asian part of the world. Among these, China is the largest producer by 

far and also referred to as the “clothing factory of the world” (Statista, 2020a; Statista 

2020b). However, the image of products “Made in China” is traditionally bad (Uyar, 

2018); this is due to the assumption of low quality, a production under dishonourable 

circumstances and unregulated environmental pollution (Müller, 2017). Furthermore, 

the political system of the People's Republic of China (PR China) is seen ambivalently. 

On the one hand, China has become the second largest economic power in the world 
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and developed to be an extremely important trade partner, which our prosperity depends 

on. On the other hand, there are growing concerns in western countries about the rise of 

China. It is expected that China will soon be the largest economy in the world and 

already has the second largest defence budget, the largest navy and invests in new 

capabilities such as hypersonic weapon systems. Furthermore, the political system of 

China is quite different. There is no democracy but a disregard of human rights, a lack 

of freedom of press and speech, persecution of civil engagement and an oppression of 

minorities. As a consequence, there is a rising convergence in western countries to 

counterbalance China (Ross, 2021; Handelsblatt, 2021). All this, together with the 

unsolved questions in regard to the covid-19 pandemic (Heng, 2020), has led to a 

worsening of China’s image (Böge, 2020; The Conversation, 2020). To many people 

this is disturbing, and it cannot be excluded that there might be a negative spill-over 

effect on Chinese products, respectively those produced in China. 

Why and for whom is this topic of importance? 

The above shows that there is a close connection between sustainability, Gen Z, fashion 

industry and production in China with very probable effects on fashion business and 

marketing. This assumption is especially backed by a statement in the McKinsey & 

Company report “The State of Fashion 2019”: “Younger consumers are seriously 

concerned with social and environmental causes, which many regard to as being the 

defining issues of our time. They are increasingly backing their beliefs with their 

shopping habits, favouring brands that are aligned with their values and avoiding those 

that don’t.” (McKinsey & Company, 2019b). 

Gen Z is soon expected to become the most significant consumer group, not only in 

number but also in purchasing power (Criteo, 2018; OC&C, 2019; UN, 2020). Taking 

further into account their special characteristics (Albert et al, 2019; Criteo, 2018; 

Elbdudler, 2018; OC&C, 2019), Gen Z depicts a special challenge for fashion 

businesses and their marketing departments, especially since it is nevertheless a non-

homogenous group (Böge, 2020) and acts in part even paradoxically in terms of fashion 

behaviour (Abu, 2019). Therefore, it will be vital for the managers and marketing 

departments in the fashion business to get further reliable information and consumer 
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insights about Gen Z in order to eventually adapt their strategies in order to secure the 

financial turnover and thereby the future of their businesses.  

Beneath these managerial implications, this topic might also be of interest for policy 

makers and researchers since the relations to China are becoming increasingly important  

also in politics (Finke, 2021; Giesen, 2021). 

1.2 Research Gap, Research Objectives and Research 

Questions 
Looking at the literature, there is a research gap regarding the outlined topic. In detail, 

there is no information on a) how Gen Z thinks about China in general, b) how it 

perceives the products made there, and c) how Gen Z’s willingness to buy these 

products is, let alone d) the effect of different sustainability measures on their 

willingness to buy. Due to the special characteristics of Gen Z (Table 1), former 

research might not be directly transferred to this situation. However, this research gap 

seems to be very worth to explore, since at least theoretically an enormous pressure on 

fashion industry can result from this combination. It is well known that considerable 

competitive disadvantages can arise from a negative country-of-origin image and that 

these negative effects are moderated by socio-demographic, psychographic and product-

related factors (Holtbrügge & Zeier, 2017). 

To close this research gap, the general research objective was to develop an 

understanding of the complex interaction between the constructs sustainability, Gen Z, 

fashion industry and manufacturing in China, first of all, basic information must be 

collected. Questions of particular interest concern Gen Z’s general country image of 

China (in the further also: 'Country Image'), their perception of fashion products "Made 

in China“ (in the further also: 'Perception'), and their willingness to buy fashion 

products "Made in China" (in the further also: 'Willingness to buy') as well as the 

question whether these constructs are correlated. However, the special research 

objective was to find out whether the willingness to buy is influenced by a sustainable 

(social, environmental, social & environmental) production in Gen Z.  
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To reach the research objectives, following research questions were formulated: 

1. How is Gen Z’s  general image of China? 

2. How is Gen Z’s perception of fashion products “Made in China”? 

3. How is Gen Z’s willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China“? 

4. Do sustainability factors improve the willingness to buy fashion products “Made 

in China” in Gen Z? 

By answering these questions, it was hoped that important insights into the willingness 

to buy fashion products "Made in China" in Gen Z would be obtained. These insights 

could help decision makers in fashion industry to better adapt to the requirements of this 

particular generation. 

1.3 Structure of the thesis 
The thesis is divided into seven chapters: 

In the ‘Introduction’ the relevance of the topic is shown, and it is explained why and for 

whom it is of importance. Furthermore, the research gap is discussed, and the research 

questions are formulated. 

The second chapter is a review of the relevant literature. First, there is a definition of 

the main terms of the research subject, and then an overview about the topic. 

The third chapter deals with the research objective and explains the development of the 

conceptual model and the hypotheses. 

In the chapter ‘Methodology’ the constructs and measures are provided and the structure 

of the questionnaire as well as the procedure of data collection are described. 

In the fifth chapter, the analysis and the results of the study are presented. It begins with  

the assessment of the quality of the scales and the check of the statistical assumptions 

for the various tests. The rest of the chapter is dedicated to the main analysis and 

concludes with a summary of the results. 

In the sixth chapter, the results are discussed and in the seventh chapter conclusions are 

drawn with regard to theoretical and managerial implications as well as limitations of 

the study and suggestions for further research. 
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Theoretical Background

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Definitions and Characteristics 

2.1.1 Sustainability 
As previously mentioned in the introduction part, in 1972 already, the Club of Rome 

stated in its report “The Limits to Growth” that the existing model of growth has 

reached its limits, that a transformation is mandatory, and that this transformation 

necessarily needs to be sustainable (Meadows et al, 1972). Even though the predicted 

ultimate collapse has not happened yet, there has been a rising awareness regarding a 

sustainable reorganisation in politics, economy and society as a strategy for the future. 

In this process, the definition of sustainability changed continually over the years 

following the most recent circumstances. 

An early but still often used definition can be found in the World Commission on 

Environment and Development’s Report “Our Common Future” from the year 1987 that 

was submitted to the UN by former Norwegian prime minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. 

The report states that development is sustainable when it “meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(Brundtland, 1987). During the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development in Rio de Janeiro 1992 the so-called Agenda 21 was then drafted as a 

global approach for a sustainable development (United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development, 1992). As a result, in 1995 the annual United Nations 

Climate Change Conferences were established, where solutions for the global climate 

change shall be discussed and found. A total of 26 so-called „Conferences of the 

Parties“ were held by the year 2021 (UN, 2021). The high priority of sustainability is 

also reflected by the fact that “to ensure environmental sustainability” was one of the 

Millennium Development Goals that had been established by the UN following the 

Millennium Summit in the year 2000. In the United Nations Millennium Declaration 

eight goals with separate targets were formulated, which should be achieved by the year 

2015 (UN, 2001). However, only three of the eight goals could be reached by 2015 so 

that they had to be updated. On January 1st 2016 the UN put into force the Agenda 2030 

that describes 17 SDGs on an economic, social and ecological basis. In general, the 

goals are: the demand of economic growth, the reduction of imbalance in terms of the 
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standard of living, the establishment of equivalent opportunities and the sustainable 

management of natural resources that will ensure the preservation of the ecosystem (UN 

General Assembly, 2015). However, these SDGs cannot be achieved alone by the public 

and private sector but needs urgently significant contributions of national and 

multinational enterprises (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2018). 

Concerning sustainability in general, it was originally assumed that a sustainable 

development could only be achieved by the simultaneous and equivalent 

implementation of environmentally relevant, economic and social goals, thereby 

securing and improving the ecological, economic and social power of a society (“Three-

Component Model of sustainability”) (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998). In recent literature, 

this definition is known as “weak sustainability”. The ongoing climate change raised the 

request for prioritising environment protection and to subordinate the other issues. This 

“Priority Model” is related to “strong sustainability” (Ott & Döring, 2008). Both models 

are illustrated in Figure 1.  

a)       b)  

    

Figure 1: Models of sustainability: a) “Three component model” b) “Priority model”  
(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998; Ott & Döring, 2018). 

2.1.2 Generation Z 
The sustainability debate is pushed on by mainly juvenile climate activists, who are 

anxious about their future and who want to take part in shaping the future. In this 

context, especially the youth movement “Fridays for Future” that developed into a 

global movement within the shortest amount of time since its founding in August 2018 
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shall be mentioned. Current youth studies show that not only among climate activists 

but also within the whole age group the set of problems regarding the environment is 

taken very seriously. According to the Shell Youth Study 2019, 71% of young people 

are worried about environmental pollution and 65% are afraid of the climate change. 

This is explicitly more than in the previous Shell study realised in 2015 (Albert et al, 

2019). The polled juveniles of the current study are members of the so-called Gen Z, 

which is by definition the generation between the Generation Y/Millennials and the 

Generation Alpha. However, at the moment there is indefiniteness concerning the years 

of birth in this generation. In research, exact definitions of generations are usually done 

at a later point of time, when their characteristics have definitely developed. 

Nevertheless, it is generally accepted that people born between 1995 and 2010 – with 

overlaps at the edges – belong to the Gen Z (McKinsey, 2018; OC&C, 2019). Figure 2 

shows a timeline of the present generations. 

 

Figure 2: Timeline of present generations  
(Pineda, 2021). 

The Gen Z does differ significantly from its preceding generations, which is mainly due 

to the technical development and the advancing globalisation. Gen Z’s members are 

also referred to as “100% digital Natives” since they are the first generation that was 
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born into a fully digitised world and grew up with high-speed internet, smartphones, on 

demand video and social media. Correspondingly, their way of communication is 

completely different. Furthermore, the values and philosophy of the Gen Z also differ 

from its previous generations. The members of Gen Z engage more intensively than 

former generations with lifelike topics like environment protection, politics and society 

and are seriously worried about their future. The debate around protection of natural 

resources and sustainability evolved to be a formative element of this generation’s 

behaviour. This discussion mainly takes place in social networks. As “always-on” 

generation, they are used to always retrieving information in real-time and to express 

themselves with posts, tweets or status updates. The goal is to improve the world by 

dialogue. However, there is a huge influence through peer-groups and influencers, 

which nevertheless is accepted on the way to personal orientation (Criteo, 2018; OC&C, 

2019; Elbdudler, 2018). The characteristics of Gen Z are summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: Characteristics of Gen Z  
(Albert et al, 2019; Criteo, 2018; Elbdudler, 2018; OC&C, 2019). 

Category Characteristics

Values Material possession, professional success, strive for traditional values 
(family, partnership, fun, joy, time for friends and themselves), order 
and stability, safety, secured jobs, financial independence, health, 
self-improvement

Attributes International, digital natives, always-on (24/7), passive and observant, 
seek validation and confirmation within peer-group and/or others 
(parents, friends), easily influenced by influencers, engage with topics 
like environment protection, politics, society, worried about future

Communication Social media (Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, TikTok, YouTube), 
Smartphone (Whatsapp, etc.)

Media usage Internet, Social Media, Streaming services

Consumer 
behaviour

Online-shopping and retail trade (shopping experience = appealing 
stores, social meeting point) are equal, don’t respond to classical 
advertising, social media and websites of retailers are driver of sales, 
get influenced by opinions of friends and influencers, love 
personalized products, like brands and authentic brand stories, like 
limited and unique products, compare prices and offers, shipment 
quick and free of charge, quick and easy pay
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2.1.3 Country Image 
Despite increasing globalisation of industry, the country-of-origin image is still said to 

have a considerable impact on consumers’ evaluation of products originating from or 

being produced in different countries and therefore influences their subsequent buying 

decisions (Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009). When using the term “Country Image” as a 

research construct, it needs to be clearly defined since there is not a standardised 

definition but quite a number of different Country Image terms with different focuses 

used in the literature (Kleppe et al, 2002). As reviewed by Roth and Diamantopoulos 

(2009) there are three distinct definitions that differ in their focal image object and 

therefore have to be measured by different scales: 

a) Overall country image (CoI) 

The term CoI defines country-of-origin image as an extensive construct consisting of 

multiple images created not only by a country’s products but also by the degree of 

economic and political development, international relations, historical events, culture 

and traditions as well as technological development and industrialisation (Allred et 

al, 1999; Bannister & Saunders, 1978; Desborde, 1990). Beneath these cognitive 

components, few authors explicitly indicate an affective component of country 

image, which also takes into account emotions and feelings about a country 

(Askegard & Ger, 1998; Verlegh, 1999). Finally, the CoI definition of Martin and 

Eroglu (1993) as “the total of all descriptive, inferential and informational beliefs 

one has about a particular country” seems to characterise CoI very suitable. 

b) Product-country image (PCI) 

The term PCI defines the image of a country with regard to the origin of products (Li 

et al, 1997; Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009). This definition implies that i) country 

image and product image are two distinct but related concepts and ii) that country 

images affect the images of products of this country. The existence of such a 

relationship between a consumers' image of a country and a consumers' preference 

for this country's product could be shown in several studies (Ittersum et al, 2003; 

Roth & Romeo, 1992; Papadopoulos & Heslop 2003). However, this definition is 

said to deliver only a very restrictive view of the image of a country, since a 

country's image might not only affect the evolution of its products, but also other 
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important factors like investments, visits and ties with a country (Roth & 

Diamantopoulos, 2009; Heslop et al, 2004). 

c) Country-related product image (PI) 

The term PI defines country image exclusively on the images of the products of a 

country (Nagashima, 1970; Martin & Eroglu, 1993; Papadopoulos and Heslop, 

2003). Because of this narrow definition, many researchers doubt that this construct 

actually depicts the image of a country (Han, 1989; Roth & Romeo, 1992; Strutton et 

al, 1995; Papadopoulos & Heslop, 2003). 

Taken together, the definition a) seems to fit best for the investigation of the image of 

China in the Gen Z. Definition b) is assessed to offer a rather restrictive view of the 

domain of country image and the term c) is product image rather than country image 

and therefore not very suitable in this research context. 

2.1.4 Willingness to buy 
"Willingness to buy" is defined as a consumer's desire to buy a product due to the 

fulfilment of an expectation of a product (Kumara & Canhua, 2010) and like the 

"willingness to pay" a common construct to elicit the valuation of a product. While the 

question of willingness to pay is how much one is willing to pay for something, 

willingness to buy asks whether one is willing to buy something at a given price (Lu & 

Hsee, 2019). In the context of this Master's Thesis, the willingness to buy construct 

seemed to be more suitable. 

In a competitive market, the understanding of consumers’ purchase behaviour is 

essential for marketing departments of nearly all companies as it helps to attract and 

retain customers (Sharma & Kaur, 2020). The theory of customer behaviour says that 

individuals are rational and think and move through various stages while making a 

purchase decision. Engel et al (1995) developed a model of consumer purchase decision 

making in which they divided the consumer purchase decision process into five 

components: a) need or problem recognition, b) search for information, c) evaluation of 

alternatives, d) purchase decision, e) post-purchase behaviour. This theory was 

supported by Mowen and Minor (2001) who agreed that consumer decision making is a 
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sequence of thought processes from identifying problems, searching for solutions, 

evaluating alternatives, and making decisions.  

Engel et al (1995) also stated that purchase intention can further be divided into a) fully 

planned buying, b) unplanned buying, and c) partially buying. Thereby, unplanned 

buying means that all decisions regarding buying a particular product is taken by 

consumers in a store. It is therefore also termed as ‘impulsive buying behaviour’. 

Partially planned buying means that consumers are only decided about product 

specification and decide just the brand in the store. Fully planned buying means that 

consumers are decided which specification of the product and which brand they want to 

buy before entering a store (Sharma & Kaur, 2020). It can be assumed that the purchase 

decision process is similar when buying online. 

In summary, it can be concluded that the investigation of consumers’ willingness to buy 

is an important tool for decision makers in marketing. 

2.2 Challenges for Fashion Industry 

2.2.1 Sustainability and Fashion Industry 
The fashion industry is one of the highest selling branches in retail trade. According to a 

Statista market forecast, the revenues were primarily expected to be €777,780m in 2021 

and to increase to €1,031,356m in 2025 (Statista, 2021 a). Concerning sustainability 

fashion industry has been criticised and thoroughly watched regarding its ways of 

handling sustainability aspects. However, the coronavirus pandemic lead to an 

approximately 90% decline in economic profit of fashion companies in 2020, after a 4% 

rise in 2019. The predictions for fashion industry performance depend heavily on the 

speed of recovery of the economic systems.  A more optimistic "earlier recovery" 

scenario presumes that global fashion sales will decline by between 0 and 5% in 2021 

compared to 2019 and will return to 2019 levels in the fourth quarter of 2023. 

Nevertheless, the total sales will stay high also during this period (McKinsey, 2021). 

Although the coronavirus pandemic will accelerate a realignment of strategic 

considerations in the fashion industry, the principle of fast fashion will certainly be 

upheld for some time to come. This means that fashion industry will stay extremely 

energy consuming, polluting and wasteful (McKinsey & Company, 2020) and the 

handling of sustainability aspects will remain the main criticism of the fashion industry. 
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Sustainability in fashion means to produce and design ethically, ecologically and 

economically. To do this, a whole series of sustainability requirements would have to be 

met. In Table 2, the main factors related to social and environmental sustainability are 

presented. 

Table 2: Main sustainability factors in fashion industry  
(Ekologiska, 2019; Grüner Knopf, 2021). 

Consequently, in the era of “fast fashion” it is nearly impossible to meet these 

requirements. Characteristics of fast fashion are the quick copying of trends and a high 

rate of changing fashion lines, as well as a low price of the products. On average, fast 

fashion labels drop eight lines per year with a maximum of 20 lines per year. 

Consequently, the lines accordingly have short cycle times from design to the finished 

product. This inevitably promotes ecologically questionable methods and socially 

problematic working conditions (Niinimäki et al, 2020). 

In addition, adherence to sustainability is certainly also made more difficult by the 

many different processes which an item of clothing runs “from the fibre to the hanger”. 

Table 3 gives an overview of the various sub-processes and the related sustainability 

factors.  

Sustainability Factors

Social No child or forced labour 
No discrimination in the workplace 
Fair wages for every employee 
Limited working hours 
Paid overtime 
Guarantees of occupational health and safety etc.

Environmental Use of natural fabrics (Bio-cotton, Bio-denim etc.) or 
recycled chemical fibres (Polyester, Nylon etc.) 

Compliance with the animal protection standards for 
animal products (wool, leather, down etc.) 

Regular check on harmful substances 
No harmful substances for colouring, bleaching etc. 
Compliance with the wastewater sewage standards 
Control of air pollution and CO2-emissions etc.
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Table 3: Production chain in textile industry and related sustainability factors 
 (Ekologiska, 2019; Grüner Knopf, 2021). 

Concerning the environmental pollution, it has been evaluated that the fashion industry 

is responsible for 8-10% of the global CO2 emissions (4-5 million tons per year), 

roughly 20% of industrial water pollution, 35% (190000 tons per year) of the yearly 

pollution of the oceans through micro plastics and produces enormous amounts of 

textile waste (more than 92 million tons per year) (Quantis, 2018). Concerning the 

tenuous working conditions, a deterrent example is the term “Rana Plaza” in 

Bangladesh. The collapse of the building that hosted five clothing factories caused 

1.138 factory employees to lose their lives and hence lead to a sensitisation of the public 

Textile Chain Sustainability factors

Raw Materials 
Fibres 
Animal Products

Ecological farming 
Animal welfare 
Fair farming and trading 
Usage of recycled fibres

Textile Production 
Spinning yarn 
Weaving fabrics

Compliance with social standards (working 
conditions etc.) 

Respecting human rights (no child labour, no 
forced labour etc.)

Textile Finishing 
Bleaching and dyeing 
Refinement  
Impregnation and wrinkling etc. 
Printing

Environment protection (ban of toxic chemicals 
and colourants, waste water limits, reduction of 
CO2-emissions etc.) 

Lowering energy consumption 
Reduction of water consumption 
Compliance with social standards and human 

rights

Processing 
Design 
Cutting and sewing 
Packaging

Ageless design (fit, colours etc.) 
High quality (longevity) 
Sustainable materials 
Compliance with social standards and human 

rights 
Paper and plastic packaging from recycled or 
certified material

Final product 
Trade and sale

Rent systems 
Return of used clothing (secondhand sales, 

material recycling) 
Up-/Downcycling 
Waste management
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regarding the social problems in fashion production. This event sharpened the minds of 

the consumers for ecological and social standards and made it a mainstream topic, 

which lead to a considerable rise of pressure on the fashion industry and made it 

impossible to ignore the subject of sustainability any longer (Publiceye, 2014).  

Currently, it has become a constant topic in the press and in the public media (Liebrich, 

2021; Dohmen 2021). According to the accounting firm McKinsey there is no doubt 

that sustainability is nowadays a “must have” in fashion industry (McKinsey, 2019 a). 

The attempts of stronger efforts regarding sustainability show that this message has in 

fact reached the textile industry (Boston Consulting Group, 2019). Among other 

concepts like corporate social responsibility, business ethics, corporate moral agency, 

corporate citizenship and social entrepreneurship (Miska et al, 2018) almost every 

fashion company has implemented a sustainability policy and in part even launched 

green fashion lines, as presented in Table 4: 

Table 4: Sustainability programs in world’s top 10 fashion companies  
(Statista, 2019; own research, retrieved from the related websites). 

However, these efforts often seem implausible, because the fashion industry with its fast 

fashion strategy embodies the opposite of sustainability. Fashion manufacturers are 

therefore not rarely accused of “Greenwashing”, that means a misleading representation 

Company Turnover 
(in Mio. €)

Sustainability 
programme

Products (examples)

Nike 24.800 Move to Zero N i k e S p a c e H i p p i e 
(Sneakers)

Inditex (Zara, etc.) 23.310 Join Life Join Life-Products

H&M 21.680 Let’s be concious Concious-Products

Adidas 19.290 Sport needs a space Primeblue- and Primegreen-
Products

GAP (Marco Polo, 
etc.)

12.800 GAP for Good GAP for Good Products

Polo Ralph Lauren 5.990 Design the Change Earth Polo

Tommy Hilfiger 5.400 Make it possible Make it possible-Products

Hugo Boss 2.700 Today, Tomorrow, Always R e s p o n s i b l e t a i l o r i n g 
campaign, p last ic f ree 
capsule collection

Esprit 1.800 I am sustainable-Products
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of their real eco-friendliness (Schmidt & Donsbach, 2012). The tendency to adopt 

greenwashing tactics is due to the fact that "green strategies" are not compatible with 

the companies' mainly profit oriented philosophy but improve their reputation. The 

empirical results indicate that the extent of sustainability conveyed by a fashion 

company correlates with a higher positive rating and increased purchase intention 

among consumers. However, after becoming aware of greenwashing, consumers are 

increasingly willing to reduce future purchases from the fashion company concerned 

and consider real sustainable alternatives (Knes, 2019). In order to gain more credibility, 

companies try to get their products checked by seals of approval/quality. Table 5 shows 

a selection of currently established seals of approval.  

Table 5: Selection of well-established seals of approval  
(Ekologiska, 2019; Verbraucherzentrale, 2021). 

Seal Criteria

High standards of social capability and credibility; lower 
ecological standards

Strong ecological criteria along the entire production chain

Worldwide strongest standards of sustainable textile 
production: certification of the entire production chain, high 
environmental standards, long durability, prohibition of harmful 
substances, mandatory compliance with social standards

Product tests on harmful substances; production with 
sustainable processes and socially acceptable working 
conditions

Low-pollution production, no environmentally harmful 
substances in production process, guidelines and control of 
chemical usage

Social conditions

20 criteria for companies, 26 criteria for products

Socially and environmentally fair farming of cotton
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As a proof of sustainability, those seals of approval do not only need to satisfy social 

and/or environmental criteria but also need to be classified as highly credible. That 

means that the process of determining norms needs to be public, the (financial) structure 

needs to be transparent and that constant and independent inspections have to take place 

(Grüner Knopf, 2021). Figure 3 shows a present evaluation of the most established 

sustainability seals in regard to their credibility and their demands for social and 

ecological sustainability. 

 

Figure 3: Sustainable textile seals 
(Thier, 2021). 

It is to be expected that the demand for more sustainability will also be given more 

emphasis by the political and legislative side. Only recently, the German Bundestag has 

passed a strict supply chain law. This law obliges companies to ensure that also their 

international suppliers respect human rights and environmental protection. Otherwise, 

severe penalties are imminent. It can be assumed that such a law will also be 

implemented in European law (Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales, 2021). This 

will further increase the pressure on the European fashion industry in regard to 

sustainability. 

2.2.2 Fashion “Made in China” 
There are substantial indications that the country of origin might influence the 

willingness to buy certain products (Barbarossa et al, 2017). In this concern, the fashion 
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production could be of special interest, since the leading fashion manufacturers are 

almost exclusively producing their clothing in low-wage countries, primarily in the 

Asian part of the world. According to Statista, China is among these the largest 

producer by far as shown in Figure 4. Concerning German fashion businesses, the 

import value of products manufactured in China is around €7.4 bn (Statista, 2021 b). 

Figure 4: The ten most important export countries of clothing worldwide 
(Statista  2020a). 

However, China’s percentage has decreased over the last few years because some 

typical competitive advantages vanished. One example are the continuously rising 

wages (Statista, 2020 b). This led many companies to move their production to other 

south Asian or even European countries, where clothes could be manufactured at an 

even cheaper rate. Nonetheless, since labour costs make up only 3% of the total costs of 

a fashion product, this is often only possible by making further cuts in employee rights 

and environmental protection. 

To counter that development and in expectation of an increasing demand on 

sustainability, the Chinese „Ministry of Industry and Information Technology” has 

published a development plan as a part of the 13th Five-year-plan of the PR China 

(2016-2020) (Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, 2016). The general 

topic of that plan is “Green growth by technological innovation”. To achieve that, 

sustainability is seen as a means to push innovations in the areas of renewable energy, 
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radical resource productivity, green chemistry, industrial ecology and so on. The aim is 

a complete “Circular economy” in China (Zhu et al, 2018). For the Chinese fashion 

industry that means to turn away from the lower price range and to develop more 

innovative and more technical products as well as promoting research. Furthermore, 

skilled labour shall be trained in order to increase already existing expertise. The plan 

also formulates a strict guideline considering energy and water consumption as well as 

the emission of pollutants. The issue of environment pollution through carriage of goods 

shall be solved by the “belt and road initiative", which is also known as “new silk road”. 

In addition to use and acquisition of existing structures, new roads, rail networks, ports 

and raw material pipelines are being built under Chinese leadership that extent from 

eastern China to western Europe and also include African countries. The overall project  

that comprises six land routes and sea connections is illustrated in Figure 5.  

 

Figure 5: Belt and Road Initiative  
(Merics, 2018). 

This initiative is meant to strengthen the cooperation with many European countries and 

focuses explicitly on sustainability. A joint communique determines that the involved 
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countries commit to prevent the destruction of the earth, to manage the natural resources 

fair and sustainable and to develop the economy, society and environment sustainably 

and fairly (China Daily, 2019). Taken together, China is making efforts to become one 

of the leading nations in the world in terms of sustainability (Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of China, 2016).  

Nevertheless, the image of products “Made in China” is currently rather bad (Uyar, 

2018). This is due to the often unexamined assumption of low quality, a production 

under dishonourable circumstances and unregulated environmental pollution (Müller, 

2017). Furthermore, the general attitudes towards China are very ambivalent. On the 

one hand, China has become the second largest economic power in the world and 

developed to be an extremely important trade partner, which our prosperity depends on. 

In 2020, the value of German imports from China was €116,54bn and the value of 

exports to China was €95,7bn (Statista, 2021 c). On the other hand, the autocratic 

political system, the military power and the perceived ego-centrism of China arouses 

great scepticism or even fear in western societies (Sturm, 2020). One speaks of a 

"Competition of political systems“ (Lippert & Perthes, 2020). This ambivalence is well 

expressed in the following example: After years of negotiations, an agreement on 

investment between the EU and China has been finalised. This "Comprehensive 

Agreement on Investment“ (CAI) was intended to give European companies a better 

access to the Chinese market with its 1.4 Billion people (BDI, 2021). However, due to 

newly emerged conflicts, ratification of the CAI has been postponed indefinitely. China 

is currently especially accused of ignoring international rules, of using its economic 

power of putting others under pressure and of making unfounded maritime and 

territorial claims (Perras, 2020). Moreover, China is criticised for a disregard of human 

rights, a lack of freedom of press and speech, persecution of civil engagement and an 

oppression of minorities. These problems have increased since 2020 (e.g. Hong Kong 

crisis, Uigures, Taiwan etc.) and led to a worsening of China’s overall image (Böge, 

2020). To many people this is disturbing, and it cannot be excluded that there might be a 

negative spill-over effect on products "Made in China“. 
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2.2.3 Gen Z and Fashion Marketing 
The interaction between sustainability, Gen Z and manufacturing in China represents a 

big challenge for fashion companies and their marketing departments respectively. In 

detail, the entire fast fashion strategy is more and more under discussion (Liebrich, 

2021) and the points mentioned above fuel the discussion. It is even considered possible 

that Gen Z might lead fast fashion to an end by pushing sustainability (Bürkler, 2020). 

Fast fashion is accused of relying on the stimulus satisfaction of fast consumption and 

producing clothes that are rarely worn and end up in the textile waste quickly. By mass 

production of cheap clothing, fashion industry harms undoubtedly the environment, the 

climate and people (Publiceye, 2014; Quantis, 2018). Thereby, fashion “Made in China” 

could become an important topic, especially since China is the most important fashion 

producer in the world but heavily criticised because of its social and ecological 

sustainability shortcomings (Chapter 2.2.2). 

Due to the typical characteristics of Gen Z, this generation forces the fashion industry to 

think about a viable strategy for the future, since it has very special demands on fashion 

products (Table 2). However, Gen Z is not at all a homogeneous group and in part even 

acts paradoxically in terms of fashion behaviour (Abu, 2019). On the one hand, there is 

a desire for individuality and a strong claim for sustainability and on the other hand, 

fashion should remain “cheap and look great and new on Instagram” (Paton et al, 2019). 

There seems to be a discrepancy between the digital and the real self in many Gen Z-

members (Choi-Odenwald & Blau, 2018). Nevertheless, Gen Z is expected to become 

the most significant consumer group soon, not only in number but also in purchasing 

power (Criteo, 2018; OC&C, 2019; UN, 2020). Even today, Gen Z represents 25% of 

the world’s population and possesses a significant spending capacity (Elbdudler, 2020; 

Fromm, 2018). It is predicted that as soon as in the year 2025 Gen Z will possess 

around 30% of the gross income and thereby a very high spending capacity (UN, 2020). 

They will spend a significant proportion of that money on fashion products (Criteo, 

2018). Therefore, it will be vital for the decision makers in fashion industry to 

understand Gen Z correctly in order to eventually adapt their strategies and to secure the 

financial turnover and therefore the future of the companies. It can be expected that 

sustainability aspects will play an important role in their consumer behaviour. In this 

connection, also the danger of anti-consumerism (Kozinets & Handelman, 2004) by 
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Gen Z should not be underestimated. Due to their digital way of communication and 

their close connection with influencers and peer groups measures like consume 

resistance, boycotting, counter cultural movements, non-consumption and cancel 

culture (Shaw & Riach 2011) can be easily arranged within Gen Z. Therefore, it could 

be decisive for fashion companies to establish a credible sustainability policy. This 

assessment of the importance of the topic is shared among others also by the accounting 

firm PricewaterhouseCoopers International. In its #3 of PwC Europe Consumer Insights 

Series “Gen Z is talking. Are you listening?” (2020) they conclude under the headline 

“Learn from Gen Z”: “Companies in every industry can open up exciting opportunities 

to build loyal relationships with this generation as soon as possible – by understanding 

how their values and preferences affect their day-to-day decisions. Listen to Gen Z. 

Learn from Gen Z. And adapt your business model to give Gen Z what they want, when 

they want it – before your competitors do.” (PwC, 2020). 

29



Research Objectives, Conceptual Model and Hypotheses

3. Hypotheses and Conceptual Model 

3.1 Hypotheses 
It is well-known that consumers form images of countries (Lala et al, 2009) that in turn 

influence their beliefs (Erickson et al, 1984), evaluations (Loeffler, 2001), perceptions 

of products (Roth & Romeo, 1992) and finally the willingness to buy products made in 

these countries (Knight & Calantone, 2000). In today's globalised markets, the country-

of-origin image might have a considerable impact on consumers' perception of products 

originating from different countries and thereby also a considerable effect on their 

buying decisions (Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009). It can be assumed that this 

interaction might also play an important role in the research setting of this Master’s 

Thesis, in the first part of which the assessment of Gen Z towards China in general and 

with regard to the perception of and willingness to buy fashion products "Made in 

China" shall therefore be examined. However, younger people are nowadays less likely 

to stick to traditional patterns, tend to be more open for products from foreign countries 

(De Mooij, 2004) and are usually less ethnocentric (Kreppel & Holtbrügge, 2012). It 

was therefore  argued that the country of origin is less important for younger consumers, 

and consequently Chinese products were found to have more success among the 

younger generations (Wang & Gao, 2010). However, Gen Z significantly differs from 

the generations investigated in these studies. Gen Z members are intensively engaged in 

live-like topics like environment protection, politics and society, and might therefore 

have a very specific opinion about China, where problems in all these fields exist 

(Chapter 2.2.2). Concerning environment protection, China has undoubtedly made 

considerable progress since the publication of the last five year plan in the year 2016, 

where a "green development" was outlined and has just announced climate neutrality by 

the year 2060 (Kretschmer, 2021; Spiegel, 2020). Nevertheless, China is at present one 

of the biggest polluters in the world. It is the country with the world's largest 

greenhouse gas emissions with a consecutive high air pollution and also the soils and 

waters are badly polluted (MERCIS, 2021). In this, the textile industry has a big share 

(Niinimäki et al, 2020; Quantis, 20166). Furthermore, textile industry in China is often 

accused of social shortcomings like bad working conditions in the clothing factories and 

in the cotton harvest (Dohmen & Giesen, 2021; Chapter 2.2.1). Finally, the current 
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political dispute with China might also influence the attitude of Gen Z towards China. 

At present, China is especially accused of ignoring international rules, of using its 

economic power to put others under pressure, and of making unfounded maritime and 

territorial claims (Perras, 2020). Taken together, there are theoretically many reasons 

which could lead to a bad country image of China with a subsequent poor perception of 

and a reduced willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China". However, current 

youth studies showed that Gen Z is not at all a homogenous group and in part even acts 

paradoxically, especially in terms of fashion behaviour (Abu, 2020; Criteo, 2018; 

OC&C, 2019). This means that in Gen Z the image of China must not necessarily be 

directly correlated with the willingness to buy fashion products made there. In order to 

check this relationships, the following hypotheses are established:  

H1: The Country image of China is rated low in Gen Z. 

H2a: The perception of fashion products "Made in China" is rated low in Gen Z. 

H2b: Gen Z's Country image of China is positively correlated with the Perception of 

fashion products “Made in China”. 

H3a: The willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" is rated low in Gen Z. 

H3b: Gen Z's Perception of fashion products “Made in China” is positively correlated 

with their willingness to buy them. 

H3c: Gen Z's Country image of China has via mediation by the perception of fashion 

products "Made in China" an indirect effect on the willingness to buy fashion products 

"Made in China".  

Members of Gen Z are seriously worried about their future, especially in regard to 

environmental protection, demand social justice and therefore strive for environmental 

and social sustainability (Albert et al, 2019; Criteo, 2018; Elbdudler, 2018; OC&C, 

2019). Consequently, Gen Z calls into question the entire strategy of fast fashion. By 

mass production of cheap clothing, fashion industry harms undoubtedly the 

environment, the climate and the people (Niinimäki et al, 2020; Liebrich, 2021; 

Quantis, 2018). By pushing sustainability, Gen Z forces the fashion industry to think 

about a viable strategy for the future. It is even conceivable that Gen Z might lead fast 

fashion to an end (Bürkler, 2020). In this context, production in China could also 
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become an issue. China is by far the most important fashion producer in the world but 

has considerable shortcomings in terms of sustainability. Due to the special 

characteristics of Gen Z, it can be expected that sustainable production has a significant 

influence on the willingness to buy fashion products, even if they are produced in 

China. The hypothesis derived from this expectation is as follows: 

H4a: Gen Z's willingness to buy fashion products “Made in China” is improved by 

sustainability measures. 

H4b: The effect of perception of fashion products "Made in China" on the willingness 

to buy fashion products "Made in China" is moderated by social, environmental and 

social & environmental sustainability measures. 

H4c: The moderating effect of social & environmental sustainability measures on the 

perception - willingness to buy link is stronger than the moderating effects of social 

resp. environmental sustainability measures alone. 

It is easy to imagine that in Gen Z psychographic factors like civic engagement, 

environmentalism or purchase decision involvement might influence the overall country 

image of China as well as the perception of fashion products „Made in China“ and the 

willingness to buy fashion products „Made in China“, since these factors are the typical 

characteristics of this generation. Consequently, the effect of these factors shall be tested 

by using them as controls. 

Finally, also relevant socio-demographic factors shall serve as controls. For this 

purpose, special questions about e.g. the clothing budget were also included in the 

questionnaire. 
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3.2 Conceptual Model 
To reach the research objectives respectively to answer the research questions and to 

check the hypotheses a two-part conceptual model was designed and can be visualised 

as shown in Figure 6. 

Figure 6: Conceptual model. 

The first part consists of the investigation of the overall ‘Country Image of China’, the 

'Perception of Fashion Products "Made in China“’ and the 'Willingness to buy Fashion 

Products "Made in China“’ in Gen Z and shall also answer the question whether they 

are correlated. 

The second part is dedicated to the investigation of the ‘Willingness to buy Fashion 

Products Made in China’ and the potential influence of different sustainability factors 

(social, environmental, social & environmental sustainability). To do this, the 

willingness to buy a non-sustainable fashion product made in China is polled and 

compared with the three other conditions.  

Since a dependency of the willingness to buy on socio-demographic and psychographic 

factors shall be controlled, their influence is measured, too. 
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4. Methodology 

4.1 Constructs and Measurements 
In addition to the socio-demographic data, six constructs had to be investigated in order 

to answer the research questions and to test the hypotheses. These constructs were all 

measured with established scales taken from the literature, which were only slightly 

adapted to the specific requirements of the study. All scales were integrated in a 

questionnaire and the questionnaire was translated into German because the polled 

persons were German speaking.  

4.1.1 Final Scales 
Country Image of China 

A number of scales were developed to measure country image. As reviewed by Lala et 

al (2009), there are big differences between these scales. Differences exist at a 

conceptual (halo or summary construct?), structural (number and type of dimensions?) 

and item (conceptualisation of country image?) level. A summary of country image-

scales literature is given in Roth & Diamantopoulos (2009) and Lala et al (2009). 

Taking into account the aim of this research project to investigate the image of China in 

Gen Z, the very detailed scale developed by Lala et al (2009) was chosen as it includes 

most of the aspects relevant to this generation. 

Scale Description: 

21 item, seven-point Likert-type scale measuring seven dimensions of country image. 

Answer range from: 1 = Totally disagree to 7 = Totally agree 

Scale Dimensions and Items: 

Economic Conditions (Financial Health and Advancement) 

1. China is technologically very advanced. 

2. China’s economy is mostly industrial (not agricultural) 

3. China’s economy is very modern 

Conflict (Relationship with other Countries) 

4. China’s government is very cooperative with ours. 

5. China’s trade practices with my government are very fair. 

6. I like China very much. 
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Political Structure (Forms of Government and Policies that guide Decision Making) 

7. China’s government/political system is very democratic. 

8. China is a very peaceful country. 

9. China’s citizens have a great deal of freedom (many rights). 

Vocational Training (Level of Training and Education provided to workers) 

10. Chinese workers are generally very admired. 

11. Chinese workers are generally very well educated. 

12. Chinese workers are generally very well trained. 

Work Culture (Attitudes, Values and Beliefs that the Workforce has towards the Work) 

13. Chinese workers are generally very hard working. 

14. Chinese workers are generally very reliable. 

15. Chinese workers generally pay very close attention to detail. 

Environment (Concern about and effort invested to protect the environment) 

16. China makes an aggressive effort to protect the environment. 

17. China maintains very high standards for pollution control. 

18. China is very concerned about the environment. 

Labour (work conditions) 

19. Workplace conditions in China are generally very safe. 

20. China is very considerate to its workers. 

21. Chinese workers are generally well treated. 

Perception of fashion products "Made in China" 

To measure the perception of fashion products “Made in China”, the product judgement 

scale of Klein et al (1998) was selected from the “Marketing Scales Handbook” (Bruner 

II, 2015) and adapted to the special requirements. In contrast to other scales, e.g. Shimp 

and Sharma’s (1987) CETSCALE, this scale is said to predict that animosity toward a 

foreign nation will negatively affect the purchase of products produced by that country 

independently of judgements of product quality. It is therefore assessed to be helpful in 

the underlying research setting. 

Scale description: 

Five item, seven-point Likert-type scale. Answer range from: 1 = Totally disagree to 7 = 

totally agree 
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Scale Items: 

1. Fashion products Made in China are carefully produced and have fine 

workmanship. 

2. Fashion products made in China are generally of a lower quality than similar 

products. 

3. Fashion products made in China show a very high degree of sustainability. 

4. Fashion products made in China are usually quite reliable and suitable. 

5. Fashion products made in China are usually good value for the money. 

Willingness to buy of fashion products "Made in China" 

The measurement of “Willingness to buy” is a central part of the underlying research 

setting and investigated under different moderating conditions (no sustainability, social 

sustainability, environmental sustainability, social + environmental sustainability). In 

this regard, the “purchase intention” scale based on the publications of Burton et al 

(1999) and Kozup et al (2003), which is published in the “Marketing Scales Handbook” 

(Bruner II, 2015) seemed to be very suitable. 

Scale Description: 

Three item, seven-point Likert-type scale measuring the self-reported likelihood that a 

consumer will buy a product based upon information he/she has read on the products 

package. 

Scale Items: 

1. Would you be more likely or less likely to purchase the product, given the 

information shown? 

more likely/ less likely 

2. Given the information shown, how probable is it that you would consider the 

purchase of this product? 

very probable/ not probable 

3. How likely would you be to purchase the product, given the information shown? 

very likely/very unlikely 
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Psychographic Factors 

Purchase Decision Involvement 

The purchase decision involvement was measured using the scale published by Mittal 

(1989). Theories on consumers’ behaviour propose that consumers actively search for 

and use information to make informed choices (Zaichkowsky, 1985). However, a great 

deal of consumer behaviour does not involve extensive search for information or a 

comprehensive evaluation of the choice alternatives even for the purchase of major 

items (Olshavsky & Granbois, 1979). The scale developed by Mittal (1989) consists of 

items which are relatively simple and explicitly embedded in the purchase decision 

context, which makes it especially useful for this research project. 

Scale Description: 

Five item, seven-point Likert-type scale. 

Scale Items: 

1. In selecting from the many types and brands of fashion products available in the 

market, would you say that: 

I would not care at all as to which I buy/ I would care a great deal as to which I 

buy 

2. Do you think that the various types and brands of fashion products available in 

the market are all very alike or are all very different? 

they are alike/ they are all very different 

3. How important would it be to you to make a right choice of fashion products? 

not important at all/ extremely important 

4. In making your selection of a fashion product, how concerned would you be 

about the outcome of your choice? 

not at all concerned/ extremely concerned 

5. How important will be the purchase of a fashion product in your life? 

Not important at all/ extremely important 

Environmentalism 

With the underlying research questions it was to be expected that environmentalism 

might play a role in answering them and should therefore be polled. It was measured 

with the scale published by Cervellon (2012). 
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Scale Description: 

Three item, seven-point Likert-type scale measuring how much a person chooses to buy 

products that are considered the least harmful for people and the environment. Answer 

range from: 1 = totally disagree to 7 = totally agree 

Scale Items: 

1. I normally make a conscious effort to limit my use of products that are made of 

or use scarce resources. 

2. I have switched products for ecological reasons. 

3. When I have a choice between two equal products, I always purchase the one 

that is less harmful to other people and the environment. 

Civic Engagement 

It could be assumed that civic engagement moderates the willingness to buy products 

“Made in China”. Doolittle and Faul (2013) showed that the so called Civic-

Engagement-Scale (CES) can provide useful information about individuals’ attitudes 

and behaviours of engagement in their community with a high reliability and validity. 

For the underlying research topic, the investigation of the “behaviour-section” of the 

CES seemed to be sufficient. The six statements of this scale are designed to measure 

the behaviours that indicate a level of civic engagement. Civic behaviours have been 

designed as the actions that one takes to actively attempt to engage and make a 

difference in their community. 

Scale Description: 

Five item, seven-point Likert-type scale. Answer scale from: 1 = never to 7 = always 

Scale Items: 

1. I am involved in structured volunteer position(s) in the community. 

2. When working with others, I make positive changes in the community. 

3. I stay informed of events in my community. 

4. I participate in discussions that raise issues of social responsibility. 

5. I contribute to charitable organisations within the community. 
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Sociodemographic Factors 

Respondents were asked to provide their year of birth, their gender ('male', 'female', 

'diverse'), their nationality ('Austrian', 'German', 'Swiss', 'other', 'lived in Austria/

Germany/Switzerland for more than 5 years'), and their place of residence 

('countryside', 'urban area', 'city'). Concerning education, respondents were asked to 

state their highest level of degree out of nine levels. Furthermore, they were asked to 

specify their current activity. Finally, with regard to income and clothing budget per 

month, the respondents were asked to remain with one of the specified ranges. 

4.1.2 Pre-tests 
Applicability 

In order to check the applicability of the questionnaire in total three face-to-face pre-

tests (as suggested by SoSciSurvey) were performed with 15 (3*5) suitable people from 

the circle of friends of the author. For this purpose, a pre-test version of the 

questionnaire was created on soscisurvey.de and first discussed face-to-face with five 

respondents. Subsequently, the questionnaire was revised on the basis of the criticisms. 

Then, a second round with five different respondents was carried out in which only 

minor changes were suggested. After this, the questionnaire was adapted accordingly. In 

a third round with further 5 respondents, no more suggestions for improvements were 

made. 

Verification 

To get an impression of the quality of used scales, Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated for 

each of the scales. According to Babin and Zikmund (2016) and Field (2013) a scale can 

be considered reliable if Cronbach's Alpha is above 0.7. As shown in Table 6, all 

adopted and adapted scales turned out to be reliable. A detailed description of reliability 

values is given in chapter 5.1. 
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Note: n= 43 

Table 6: Construct reliability in pre-test (Cronbach’s Alpha) 

Manipulation Check 

To test the effect of sustainability measures on willingness to buy, a manipulation was 

implemented in which a hoodie "Made in China" without sustainability information 

should be compared to three sustainable (socially, environmentally, socially & 

environmentally) hoodies "Made in China". To this end, a different product information 

was delivered. The related sustainability criteria can be found in Figure 7. In order to 

check the effectiveness of the manipulation, the 43 respondents from a fourth pre-test 

were asked in a within-design survey about five different categories for each 

manipulation (credibility, understanding, perceived social/environmental/complete 

sustainability). The respondents were asked to indicate their compliance with the 

following statements on a scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 7  (totally agree): 

1. The product information shown is credible. 

2. The product information shown is easy to understand. 

3. I perceive the hoodie shown as socially sustainable. 

4. I perceive the hoodie shown as environmentally sustainable.  

5. I perceive the hoodie shown as completely sustainable. 

Construct No. of Items Cronbach’s Alpha

Country Image 21 .914

Perception of Fashion Products 5 .843

Willingness to buy 3 .914

Environmentalism 3 .724

Civic Engagement 6 .719
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Note: Clockwise starting from top left: Made in China, social & environmental 

sustainability, environmental sustainability, social sustainability. 

Figure 7: Product information from the questionnaire for different hoodies. 

The credibility and understanding for all four manipulations were above the neutral 

reference point, meaning that the descriptions were seen as credible and that there were 

no problems in understanding them (see Appendix). The perception of the sustainability 

of the hoodies was checked with a paired t-test comparing each mean of the four 

different hoodies with the grand mean of all hoodies.  

For the perception of social sustainability, the hoodies with the social sustainability 

(t(43)= 11.84, p=.001, d=1.79) and the complete sustainability description (t(43)= 8.03, 
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p=.001, d=1.21) were significantly above the grand mean, whereas the hoodie without 

sustainability description (t(43)= -13.83, p=.001, d=2.08) and the environmental hoodie 

(t(43)= -5.93, p=.001, d=.89) were significantly below the grand mean.  

The perceived environmental sustainability was significantly higher for the 

environmentally sustainable (t(43)= 10.88, p=.001, d=1.64) and the completely 

sustainable hoodie (t(43)= 9.24, p=.001, d=1.39) than the grand mean, whilst being 

significantly lower for the social hoodie (t(43)= -7.74, p=.001, d=1.17) and the hoodie 

without sustainability description (t(43)= -13.58, p=.001, d=2.05).  

The mean of the hoodie with the complete sustainability description was the only one to 

significantly exceed the grand mean of perceived complete sustainability (t(43)= 8.99, 

p=.001, d=1.36), while the social (t(43)= -2.96, p=.005, d=0.45) and non-sustainable 

(t(43)= -12.22, p=.001, d=1.84) hoodies had significantly lower means. The 

environmentally sustainable hoodie mean showed only a minor, non-significant 

difference compared to the grand mean (t(43)= -.64, p=.528, d=0.09).  

Note: ** p<.01, *** p<.001 

Figure 8: Manipulation check for perceived sustainability. 

The results showed that the manipulation has worked for all sustainability descriptions. 
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4.2 Questionnaire 

4.2.1 Design 
After considering the advantages and disadvantages a mixed design, i.e. a mixture 

between a within-subject and a between-subject design, was chosen for the study. At a 

within-subject design, all respondents are exposed to all conditions while at a between-

subject design, respondents are randomly assigned to different conditions. A within-

subject design is more effective (less respondents needed), tends to have lower error 

variance and has therefore more statistical power. However, within-subject factors are 

more vulnerable to subjects discovering the hypothesis and suffer from several other 

threats to internal validity. A between-subject design needs much more respondents and 

has a higher error variance due to the variance of scores within a condition but has a 

much lower risk of subjects discovering the hypotheses. Taking into account the setting 

of the research project (four different conditions), a mixed design with three groups 

(between-subject design) and two conditions for each group (within-design) seemed to 

be very reasonable (Vault Hanover, 2021). 

4.2.2 Structure 
Initially, the participants were informed that the questionnaire is an essential element of 

an investigation on consumer behaviour as a part of a master’s thesis at the Chair of 

International Marketing at the University of Vienna. Then they were assured that the 

survey is voluntary, anonymous, and confidential, that it serves no commercial interests 

and that all information obtained is only used for academic purposes. After a general 

instruction on how to fill in the questionnaire, participants were asked to give their 

consent. 

The actual questionnaire consisted of four sections and seven question blocks in total. 

Except the socio-demographic factors, the responses of all other questions were 

measured by a seven-point Likert scale. To avoid bias and response patterns, the order 

of items within questions was partly randomised.  

In the first section, participants were asked about their general attitude towards China 

(Country Image) and subsequently about the perception of fashion products "Made in 

China". 
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The second section served to investigate the willingness to buy fashion products "Made 

in China" under different conditions (Made in China; Made in China + Social 

Sustainability; Made in China + Environmental Sustainability; Made in China + Social 

+ Environmental Sustainability). To do this, the participants were divided into three 

groups. In each group, this section was different.  

In the third section, special personal characteristics of the participants 

(Environmentalism; Civic Engagement; Purchase Behaviour) were explored.  

Finally, participants were asked to indicate some sociodemographic characteristics like 

year of birth, gender, educational level, recent activity, monthly income, clothing budget 

per month, recent place of living and nationality. 

4.3 Data Collection 
For data collection, the questionnaire had to be translated into German, because all the 

scales used were primarily in English. The author’s translation was checked by two 

native speakers. 

Interested in gathering data in a relatively fast and cost-efficient way, an online-survey 

was carried out. Among the available tools the SoSciSurvey (SoSciSurvey GmbH, 

Munich, Germany) proved to be very suitable, since it is user-friendly and delivers all 

survey options needed, especially a randomisation of question blocks. 

The online-survey started at 4th of July 2021. Due to the research subject, the target 

group were exclusively German speaking, adult members of Gen Z from the D/A/CH 

Region, i.e. people born between 1995 and 06/2003. The Data collection utilised the 

non-probability snowball sampling technique, where the first layer of respondents were 

contacted directly and then asked to further distribute the questionnaire. This technique 

is known to be very efficient (Babin & Zikmund, 2016). Initial contact persons were 

selected from the author’s personal contact list and approached via e-mail, respectively 

social media (WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, etc.) with short instructions providing a 

link to the questionnaire on SoScisurvey.de . Each of them was asked to forward the 

link to the questionnaire to known members of Gen Z. Potential respondents were 

enabled to proceed to the online questionnaire by following a link created especially for 

this survey ( https://www.soscisurvey.de/Umfrage-GenZ ). 
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Having reached the statistically necessary number of respondents, the survey was 

completed at 25th of July 2021. Figure 9 shows the questionnaire return over time. 

 

Note: Orange = finished questionnaires, grey = unfinished questionnaires. 

Figure 9: Questionnaire return over time. 
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5. Analyses and Results 

5.1 Statistical Methods 
In accordance with the requirements of the different research questions respectively 

hypotheses, various statistical methods needed to be used to analyse the data: 

Research Question 1/H1:   One Sample t-test 

Research Question 2/H2a:   One Sample t-test 

H2b:     Pearson correlation, Multilevel regression 

Research Question 3/H3a:   One Sample t-test 

H3b:     Pearson correlation, Multilevel regression 

H3c:     Multilevel regression/Mediation analysis 

Research Question 4/H4a:   Paired t-test, ANOVA 

H4b:     Regression, Moderation analysis 

H4c:     Regression, Moderation analysis 

Before final data analyses, the key assumptions of the planned statistical methods had 

to be tested. These key assumptions are as follows (Kent State University Libraries, 

2017) and were tested as indicated in brackets: 

Since n > 30 (n= 171), due to the central limit theorem normality can be assumed for all 

tests. 

One sample t-test/paired t-test:  

1. Scale: continuous or ordinal (given) 

2. Reasonable large sample size (given) 

3. Simple random sample (given) 

4. Independent scores on test variable (given) 

5. Normal distribution (given) 

6. Homogeneity of variances (= homoscedasticity) (SPSS) 

7. No outliers (SPSS) 

8. Paired measurements obtained from same subject (paired t-test) (given) 
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Annotation: For statistical calculation with the One Sample t-test the following measure 

was taken: The scale of the questionnaire was 1 (low = negative evaluation) to 7 (high = 

positive evaluation). As a neutral reference point (µ0) 4 has been taken (and presented as 

0 in related figures). The outcomes (µ) were calculated as the difference between the 

obtained mean and the neutral reference point. 

Pearson correlation: 

1. Two or more continuous variables (given) 

2. Cases must have non-missing values on both variables (given) 

3. Linear relationship between the variables (SPSS) 

4. Independent cases (given) 

5. Bivariate normality (SPSS) 

6. Random sample of data (given) 

7. No outliers (SPSS) 

Multilevel regression/mediation/moderation analysis: 

The assumptions of multilevel regression and mediation analysis are similar. However, 

PROCESS macro by Hayes uses bootstrapping, which is a robust procedure that does 

not make any prerequisites regarding the distribution. 

1. Linear relationship between variables (SPSS) 

2. No outliers (multilevel regression) (SPSS) 

3. Independence of residuals (SPSS) 

4. No multicollinearity (multilevel regression) (SPSS) 

5. Homogeneity of variance (= homoscedasticity) (SPSS) 

6. Normal distribution of the residuals (SPSS) 

7. Temporal precedence (mediation analysis) (given) 

ANOVA: 

1. Continuous, interval or ratio level dependent variable (given) 

2. Categorical independent variable (given) 

3. Cases that have values on dependent and independent variables (given) 

4. Independent samples/groups (given) 
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5. Random sample of data (given) 

6. Normal distribution (given) 

7. Homogeneity of variances (= homoscedasticity) (SPSS) 

8. No outliers 

Overall result: the key assumptions were fulfilled for all applied statistical test 

methods used. 

5.2 Assessment of Quality of Scales 
To assess the quality of the used multi-item-scales, the three main quality criteria 

objectivity, reliability and validity were investigated to minimise the risk of potential 

measurement errors (Field, 2013). Between these criteria there is a close relationship; 

objectivity is the basis for reliable results and reliability is a precondition for valid 

results, which in turn are the final aim of the study. The relevant quality assessment of 

the scales turned out to be as follows: 

Objectivity 

Test objectivity is given if a test is not influenced by falsifying factors in terms of 

performance, evaluation and interpretation. The objectivity of this survey can be taken 

for granted, since the sample size was large (n= 171), data was collected using scales 

from the literature and standardised with regard to the implementation of the survey, the 

test was performed online and the evaluation and interpretation of the data were carried 

out using an automated statistics programme. 

Reliability 

Test reliability refers to how dependably or consistently a test measures a characteristic. 

For reliability analyses, the composite variables for each construct were computed and 

Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated to assess the internal consistency of the scales. All 

scales met the requirements for the applicability of Cronbach’s Alpha (at least three 

items; same direction of questions; same range of values of all questions; limited 

number of items) (Streiner, 2003). The interpretation of Cronbach’s Alpha is suggested 
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as follows: <.5 = not acceptable; <.70 = may have limited applicability; .70 - .79 = 

adequate; .80 - .89 = good/high; .90 and up = excellent. (Field, 2013). As shown in 

Table 7, the scales 'Willingness to buy "Made in China“’ (.90) and   'Willingness to buy 

"Environmental Sustainability“’ (.91) showed an excellent reliability and the scales 

'Image of China‘ (.88), 'Environmentalism‘ (.81), 'Willingness to buy "Social 

Sustainability"' (.85) and 'Willingness to buy "Environmental and Social Sustainability"' 

(.83) a high reliability. The reliability of the scales 'Purchase Decision 

Involvement' (.75) and 'Civic Engagement' (.70) is adequate. Only reliability of the 

scale 'Perception of Fashion Products "Made in China"' might have a limited 

applicability. Primarily, Cronbach's Alpha was .63, after deleting one of the five items, 

Cronbach's Alpha increased to .69 and could therefore be classified as acceptable. 

Table 7: Reliability of used scales. 

Validity 

Test validity refers to what characteristic the test measures and how well the test 

measures that characteristic ("measures what it is supposed to be measured" (Field, 

2013)). The assessment of validity of used constructs can be done in this research 

context by checking the different influencing factors. Validity can be assumed since its 

main criteria concerning type of data collection (online, anonymous, voluntary), object 

of investigation (established scales), short investigation period and large sample size are 

fulfilled. 

Construct No. of Items Cronbach’s Alpha

Image of China 21 .88

Perception of fashion products 
“Made in China”

4 .69 

Environmentalism 3 .81

Purchase Decision Involvement 5 .75

Civic Engagement 6 .70

Willingness to buy (MIC, Soc, Env, 
Both)

3 .90 
.85 
.91 
.83
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5.3 Results 

5.3.1 Sample Description 
In total, 248 persons opened the link and began to answer the questionnaire. Finally, 188 

persons have completed the questionnaire. Of these, 171 responses were classified as 

valid, 17 responses had to be excluded due to different reasons (age, nationality, wrong 

answer of control question, consistently same rating, implausible response time). 

The final sample consisted of 123 female, 47 male and one diverse participant(s). As 

specified, all of them were born between 1995 and 2003.  

Concerning nationality, 120 respondents came from Germany, 43 from Austria and 8 

from Switzerland and concerning residency, 48 respondents lived in a city (more than 

100.000 inhabitants), 54 in an urban area (10.000 - 100.000 inhabitants) and 33 in the 

countryside (less than 10.000 inhabitants). 

Considering the educational level most of the participants had a higher education. 

Currently, 113 were university students and 34 worked as employees. 

The monthly income available varied mainly between 250-2000€. The monthly clothing 

budget was distributed accordingly and ranged mainly from 20-200€. 

All surveyed sociodemographic data is listed in Table 8. 

Sociodemographic 
Factor

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Total

Gender 
Female 
Male 
Diverse

39 
21 
1

45 
15 

-

39 
11 

-

123 
47 
1

Year of Birth 
1995 
1996 
1997 
1998 
1999 
2000 
2001 
2002 
2003

14 
7 

14 
10 
5 
4 
2 
4 
1

10 
11 
14 
3 

10 
6 
1 
4 
1

11 
10 
7 
6 
7 
4 
2 
3 
-

35 
28 
35 
19 
22 
14 
5 

11 
2

Continued on next page
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Table 8: Sociodemographic data of respondents. 

Education 
No completed education 
“Hauptschule” 
Secondary school 
Apprenticeship 
Technical diploma 
“Abitur” 
Academic degree 
Still in school

- 
- 
2 
7 
4 

26 
21 
1

- 
- 
2 
1 
4 

30 
22 
1

- 
1 
4 
4 
2 

19 
20 

-

- 
1 
8 

12 
10 
75 
63 
2

Occupation 
Student 
Apprentice 
University Student 
Employee 
Official 
Self-employed 
Worker

2 
3 

36 
14 
2 
1 
3

3 
4 

45 
6 
- 
- 
2

1 
- 

32 
14 
1 
1 
1

5 
7 

113 
34 
3 
2 
6

Income 
< 250€ 
Less than 500€ 
Less than 1000€ 
Less than 1500€ 
Less than 2000€ 
Less than 2500€ 
Less than 3000€ 
Less than 4000€ 
4000€ and more 
No answer

4 
13 
10 
12 
6 
9 
3 
- 
2 
2

3 
10 
23 
12 
6 
1 
1 
- 
- 
4

2 
10 
10 
8 

11 
2 
1 
2 
1 
3

9 
33 
43 
32 
23 
12 
5 
2 
3 
9

Monthly Clothing Budget 
< 20€ 
20-50€ 
50-100€ 
100-150€ 
150-200€ 
200-300€ 
300-400€ 
400-500€ 
500€ and more 
No answer

5 
14 
14 
10 
8 
5 
1 
- 
1 
2

3 
21 
17 
6 
5 
4 
- 
1 
- 
3

2 
10 
14 
8 

10 
3 
1 
1 
- 
1

10 
45 
45 
24 
23 
12 
2 
1 
1 
6

Residence 
Countryside 
Urban area 
City

12 
23 
26

9 
18 
33

12 
13 
25

33 
54 
84

Country 
Germany 
Austria 
Switzerland

45 
12 
3

44 
16 
1

31 
15 
4

120 
43 
8
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5.3.2 Verification of Hypotheses 
Research Question 1: How is Gen Z's image of China? 

H1: The country image of China is rated low in Gen Z. 

The statistical calculation showed a significant difference as well for the total construct 

(21 items) as in all seven sub-groups (7*3 items). A graphic overview is shown in 

Figure 10. 

Figure 10: Country image of China. 

The total country image of China is significantly lower than the neutral reference point 

(p<.001). The related average rating 0.67 points lower than the neutral reference point 

(95% CI [-.78, -.57]). 

Of the seven sub-groups, five showed a significantly worse rating and two a 

significantly better rating than the neutral reference point. Economic Conditions and  

Work Culture were rated significantly better (p<.001) with an average rating about 0.98   

(95% CI [.81, 1.15]) respectively 1.41 (95% CI [1.26, 1.56]) points higher than the 

neutral reference point. The sub-groups Conflict, Political Structure, Vocational 

Training, Environment and Work Conditions were rated significantly worse than the 

neutral reference point (p<.001). The lowest ratings were found in the sub-groups 

Environment with an average rating about 2.00 (95% CI [-2.16, -1.83]), Political 

Structure with an average rating of 1.67 (95% CI [-1.82, -1.51]) and Work Conditions 

with an average rating of 1.92 (95% CI [-2.07, -1.77]) below the neutral reference point.  
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The sub-group Conflict with an average rating of 1.02 (95% CI [-1.16, -.88]) was rated 

moderately lower and the average rating of the sub-group Vocational Training with a 

mean difference 0.49 (95% CI [-.69, -.30]) was just slightly below the neutral reference 

point. The exact results can be seen in Table 9. 

Table 9: Country image of China in Gen Z. 

Finding: Hypothesis 1 confirmed. 

Research Question 2: How is Gen Z's perception of fashion products "Made in 

China"? 

H2a: The perception of fashion products "Made in China" is rated low in Gen Z. 

The statistical calculation showed a significantly worse rating of Gen Z's perception of 

fashion products "Made in China" compared to the neutral reference point (p<.001). 

The total average rating was about 0.92 points lower than the neutral reference point 

(95% CI [-1.18, -.81]). Regarding the individual items, sustainability is rated extremely 

One Sample T-Test

95% CI for Mean 
Difference

t df p Mean 
Difference

Lower Upper Cohen’s 
d

Total -12,71 170 <,001 -,67 -,78 -,57 -,97

Economic 
Conditions

11,41 170 <,001 ,98 ,81 1,15 ,87

Conflict -14,53 170 <,001 -1,02 -1,16 -,88 -1,11

Political Structure -21,65 170 <,001 -1,67 -1,82 -1,51 -1,66

Vocational 
Training

-4,95 170 <,001 -,49 -,69 -,30 -,38

Work Culture 18,26 170 <,001 1,41 1,26 1,56 1,40

Environment -23,61 170 <,001 -2,00 -2,16 -1,83 -1,81

Labor (Work 
Conditions)

-25,87 170 <,001 -1,92 -2,07 -1,77 -1,98
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low with a rating of 2,25 (95% CI [-2.39, -2,10]) below the neutral reference point, 

while the price-performance ratio was rated with .46 (95% CI [.24, .68]) above the 

neutral reference point. A graphical overview is given in Figure 11 and the statistical 

data is summarised in Table 10. 

 

Figure 11: Gen Z’s perception of fashion products “Made in China”. 

Table 10: Gen Z’s perception of fashion products “Made in China”. 

Finding: Hypothesis 2a confirmed. 

Percep'on of fashion products "Made in 
China"

Total

Price-Performance-Ra'o

Reliability

Sustainability

Workmanship

-3 -1,75 -0,5 0,75 2

0,456

-1,216

-2,246

-0,69

-0,924

Nega've Positve

One Sample T-Test

95% CI for Mean 
Difference

t df p Mean 
Difference

Lower Upper Cohen’s 
d

Workmanship -12,33 170 <,001 -1,22 -1,41 -1,02 -,94

Sustainability -29,75 170 <,001 -2,25 -2,39 -2,10 -2,28

Reliability -6,55 170 <,001 -,69 -,90 -,48 -,50

Price-Performance 4,09 170 <,001 ,46 ,24 ,68 ,31

Total -12,00 170 <,001 -,92 -1,06 -,78 -,99
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H2b: Gen Z's country image of China is positively correlated with the perception 

of fashion products “Made in China”. 

As shown in Table 11, the Country Image of China and the perception of fashion 

products "Made in China" have a statistically significant linear relationship (r=.355, 

p<.001). The direction of the relationship is positive, meaning that theses variables tend 

to increase together. The magnitude of the association is approximately moderate (.3 < | 

r | <.5) (Field, 2013). 

Note: **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 11: Correlation matrix between Gen Z’s image of China and their perception of       
fashion products “Made in China”. 

However, Pearson correlation cannot definitely prove cause and effect. Therefore, data 

from the multiple regression analysis with mean centering and including control 

variables (Table 19), which was performed to test the hypothesis 3b, could be used to 

confirm the correlation. The direct effect from Country Image on Perception of fashion 

products "Made in China" in this analysis was statistically significant (b =.51, p<.001). 

Tables 12 and 13 show a summary of the results:  

Table 12: Multilevel regression (dependent variable: perception of fashion products). 

Correlation Matrix

Country Image Perception

Correlation Country Image -

Perception .36** -

Multilevel Regression Table

CI 95%

Predictor b SE Lower Upper t df p

constant ,00 ,06 -,13 0,13 ,00 161 <1

CI ,51 ,10 ,32 ,70 5,24 161 <,001
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Table 13: Model summary of regression on perception. 

With the multilevel regression analysis Country Image could be identified as predictor 

for the perception of fashion products "Made in China" b =.51, t(161)=5.24. 

Finding: Hypothesis 2b confirmed. 

Research Question 3: How is Gen Z’s willingness to buy fashion products “Made in 

China”? 

H3a: The willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" is rated low in  

Gen Z. 

The total rating of Gen Z's willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" was 

significantly worse than the neutral reference point. The average total rating was about 

1.24 points below the neutral reference point (95% CI [-1.04, -.69]). A graphical 

overview is given in Figure 12 and the statistical data is summarised in Table 14. 

 

Figure 12: Gen Z’s willingness to buy fashion products “Made in China”. 

Model Summary

R R2 MSE F df1 df2 p

,52 ,27 ,67 5,65 9 161 <,001

Willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China"

Total

Likeliness 2

Probability

Likeliness

-3 -2 -1 0 1

-1,193

-1,222

-1,298

-1,2378

Nega've Posi've
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Table 14: Gen Z's willingness to buy fashion products “Made in China”. 

Finding: Hypothesis 3a confirmed. 

H3b: Gen Z’s perception of fashion products “Made in China” is positively 

correlated with their willingness to buy fashion products “Made in China”. 

The statistical evaluation showed a significant linear relationship (r=.332, p<.001) 

between Gen Z's perception of fashion products "Made in China" and their willingness 

to buy fashion products "Made in China". The direction of the relationship is positive, 

meaning that these variables tend to increase together. The strength of the association is 

approximately moderate (.3 < | r | <.5) (Field, 2013). 

Note: **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 15: Correlation matrix between Gen Z’s willingness to buy fashion products 
“Made in China” and their perception of fashion products "Made in China". 

One Sample T-Test

95% CI for Mean 
Difference

t df p Mean 
Difference

Lower Upper Cohen’s 
d

Likeliness -10,06 170 <,001 -1,19 -1,43 -,96 1,55

Probability -10,61 170 <,001 -1,22 -1,45 -,99 1,50

Likeliness 2 -10,30 170 <,001 -1,30 -1,55 -1,05 1,65

Total -11,32 170 <,001 -1,24 -1,45 -1,02 1,43

Pearson Correlation Matrix

WTB Perception

Correlation WTB -

Perception .33** -
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However, Pearson correlation does not definitely prove cause and effect. Therefore, a 

multiple regression analysis with mean centering and including control variables (Table 

16) was performed. The direct effect from Perception of fashion products "Made in 

China" on the Willingness to buy in this analysis was statistically significant (b =.324, 

p<.05). 

Table 16: Multilevel regression (dependent variable: willingness to buy). 

Table 17: Model summary of regression on willingness to buy. 

With the multilevel regression analysis Perception could be identified as predictor for 

the Willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" b =.32, t(160)=2.09. 

Finding: Hypothesis 3b confirmed. 

H3c: Gen Z's Country Image of China has via mediation by the perception of 

fashion products "Made in China" an indirect effect on the willingness to buy 

fashion products "Made in China". 

To answer this hypothesis - and taken into account the conceptual model - mediation 

analyses including relevant covariates were performed using PROCESS macro Model 

4.0 by Hayes (2021), which uses ordinary least squares regression, yielding 

unstandardised path coefficients for total direct and indirect effects (Hayes, 2018).  

Bootstrapping with 5000 samples together with heteroscedasticity consistent standard 

Multilevel Regression Table

CI 95%

Predictor b SE Lower Upper t df p

constant 0,00 0,10 -0,21 0,21 ,00 160 <1

Perception ,32 ,16 ,02 ,63 2,09 160 <,05

Model Summary

R R2 MSE F df1 df2 p

,45 ,20 1,73 4,28 10 160 <,001
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errors (Davidson & MacKinnon, 1993) were employed to compute the confidence 

intervals and inferential statistics. Effects were deemed significant when the confidence 

interval did not include zero. As a side effect, the causality of the correlation analyses 

regarding H2 and H3a can be checked additionally.  

A simple mediation was performed to analyse whether the Country Image predicts the 

Willingness to buy and whether the direct path would be mediated by the Perception of 

fashion products "Made in China" in Gen Z. The results are shown in Table 18. 

Table 18: Total, direct and indirect effect of the mediation model. 

A statistically significant total effect (c) of the Country Image of China on the 

Willingness to buy was observed, b =.510, p<.05. After entering the mediator 

"Perception" into the model, the Country Image of China predicted the mediator 

significantly (a), b =.512, p<.001, which in turn predicted the willingness to buy 

significantly (b), b =.324, p<.05. Furthermore, it turned out that the relationship 

between the Country Image of China and the willingness to buy fashion products "Made 

in China" is fully mediated by the Perception of fashion products "Made in China", 

indirect effect ab = .166, 95% CI [.0153, .3333] (Reported according to Hemmerich, 

2015-2021). A graphic representation is shown in Figure 13. 

Effect

CI 95%

Path b SE Lower Upper t

Total .51 ,17 ,173 ,847 2,99

Direct ,34 ,18 -,01 ,70 1,91

Indirect 0,17 0,08 0,02 0,033
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Figure 13: Mediation model. 

The results concerning the influence of the covariates are listed in Table 19. 

Table 19: Multilevel regression (dependent variable: willingness to buy). 

Multilevel Regression Table

CI 95%

Predictor b SE Lower Upper t df p

constant 2,94 ,58 1,80 4,09 5,05 161 <,001

CI ,51 ,09 ,33 ,70 5,45 161 <,001

PDI -,10 ,06 -,23 ,03 -1,52 161 ,13

CivEng -,04 ,07 -,18 ,09 -,61 161 ,54

Env -,16 ,05 -,26 -,06 -3,21 161 <,01

Gender -,41 ,15 -,72 -,11 -2,69 161 <,01

Education -,05 ,21 -,36 ,46 ,23 161 ,82

Residence ,17 ,13 -,09 ,43 1,31 161 ,19

Income -,00 ,03 -,07 ,06 -,12 161 ,91

Clothing Budget ,02 ,04 -,05 ,10 ,59 161 ,56
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Table 20:  Mediation model summary. 

Finding: Hypothesis 3c confirmed. 

Research Question 4: Do sustainability factors improve the willingness to buy 

fashion products “Made in China” in Gen Z? 

H4a: Gen Z's willingness to buy fashion products “Made in China” is improved by 

sustainability measures. 

Research question 4 respectively hypothesis 4a were checked by a Repeated-Measures-

ANOVA procedure followed up by a Bonferoni-corrected post-hoc analysis. The 

Repeated-Measures-ANOVA determined that mean willingness to buy levels showed a 

statistically significant difference between measurements, F (1.0, 168) = 246.66, 

p<.001, partial !2 = 60 , which are also shown in Table 21. 

Table 21: Within-subjects effects. 

Bonferoni-adjusted post-hoc analysis data are shown in Table 22. The analysis revealed 

a significant difference (p<.001) in willingness to buy of the features 'no sustainability' 

and 'sustainability' (-2.12, 95% CI [-2.38, -1.85). Furthermore, the more detailed 

analysis showed highly significant differences within all three groups comparing 'no 

sustainability' with the different forms of sustainability. The revealed differences in 

group 1 'social sustainability' (p<.001, -1.85, 95% CI [-2.30, -1,41]), group 2 

'environmental sustainability' (p<.001, -2.13, 95% CI [-2.58, -1.69], and group 3 'social 

Model Summary

R R2 MSE F df1 df2 p

,52 ,27 ,67 6,62 9 161 <,001

Test of Within-Subjects Effects Table

Source F !2 df p

WTB 246,66 0,60 1 <,001
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and environmental sustainability' (p<.001, -2.37, 95% CI [-2.86, -1.88]) were all very 

pronounced. 

Note: WTB 1 = without sustainability, WTB 2 = with sustainability; Group 1 = social, 2 

= environmental, 3 = social and environmental. 

Table 22: Willingness to buy before and after manipulation within each group. 

Of further interest was the question of whether there are differences between the three 

sustainability factors. As shown in Table 23, there is no significant difference in the 

willingness to buy the 'non sustainable' product between the three groups. There was 

also no significant difference in the willingness to buy the 'social sustainable' and the 

'environmental sustainable' product, and the 'environmental sustainable' product and the 

'environmental and social sustainable' product. However, the difference was significant 

between the 'social sustainable' product and the 'social and environmental sustainable' 

product (p<.05, -0.65, 95% CI [-1.25, -0.06]). 

Table 23: Willingness to buy between differently manipulated groups. 

Finding: Hypothesis 4a confirmed. 

ANOVA

95% CI

Group WTB WTB Mean Dif. SE Sig. Lower Upper

1 1 2 -1,85 ,22 <,001 -2,30 -1,41

2 1 2 -2,13 ,23 <,001 -2,58 -1,69

3 1 2 -2,37 ,25 <,001 -2,86 -1,88

ANOVA

95% CI

WTB Group Group Mean Dif. SE Sig. Lower Upper

1 1 2 -,17 ,26 1 -,80 ,46

3 -,14 ,27 1 -,80 ,52

2 3 ,03 ,28 1 -,63 ,70

2 1 2 -,45 ,23 ,17 -1,02 ,11

3 -,65* ,24 ,03 -1,24 -,06

2 3 -,20 ,25 1 -,80 ,40
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H4b: The effect of perception of fashion products "Made in China" on the 

willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" is moderated by social, 

environmental and social & environmental sustainability measures. 

To test this hypothesis, a regression from perception of fashion products "Made in 

China" on willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" was run for each of the 

different hoodies. The psychographic factors were set as controls. The results showed 

that while there was a significant relationship between perception and WTB "Made in 

China" for the non-sustainable hoodie (WTB MIC) (b = .3115, p = .0375), there were 

no significant relationships between perception and WTB "Made in China" for the 

socially sustainable (WTB SOC) (b = .3271, p = .1599), the environmentally sustainable  

(WTB ENV) (b = .2081, p = .4381) and the completely sustainable hoodie (WTB 

COM) (b = .1395, p = 6328). The results are listed in Table 24. 

Table 24: Regression coefficients. 

Finding: Hypothesis 4b confirmed. 

H4c: The moderating effect of social & environmental sustainability measures on 

the perception - willingness to buy link is stronger than the moderating effects of 

social respectively environmental sustainability measures alone. 

This hypothesis is also answered with the analysis of H4b. The differences for beta 

between the non-sustainable (b = .31) and the completely sustainable hoodie (b = 14) is 

the largest (see Table 24). Also, the change of p through moderation by the complete 

sustainability is the largest (from p = .038 to p = .63). Hence, one can conclude that the 

moderation effect of the completely sustainable hoodie is stronger than through 

Regression Coefficients Table

CI 95%

Predictor b SE Lower Upper t df p

WTB MIC ,31 ,15 ,02 ,60 2,10 164 ,038

WTB SOC ,33 ,23 -,13 ,79 1,42 164 ,16

WTB ENV ,21 ,27 -,33 ,74 ,78 164 ,44

WTB COM ,14 ,29 -,45 ,72 ,48 164 ,63
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environmental or social sustainability alone. This can also be seen in Figure 14 which 

shows that the willingness to buy is the highest after moderation through complete 

sustainability (Group 3), the lowest for social sustainability (Group 1) and in the middle 

for environmental sustainability (Group 2). 

Note: Group 1 = Social sustainability, Group 2 = environmental sustainability, Group 3 

= social & environmental sustainability. 

Figure 14: Differences in willingness to buy before and after manipulation. 

Finding:  Hypothesis 4c confirmed. 
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5.3.3 Summary 
The final results concerning the assessment of the hypotheses are summarised in Table 

26: 

Table 25: Summary of results. 

Summary Table

Hypothesis Result

H1: The Country image of China is rated low in Gen Z. Confirmed p<,001

H2a: The perception of fashion products "Made in 

China" is rated low in Gen Z.

Confirmed p<,001

H2b: Gen Z's Country image of China is positively 

correlated with the perception of fashion products “Made 

in China”.

Confirmed p<,001

H3a: The willingness to buy fashion products "Made in 

China" is rated low in Gen Z.

Confirmed p<,001

H3b: Gen Z's perception of fashion products “Made in 

China” is positively correlated with their willingness to 

buy them.

Confirmed p<,05

H3c: Gen Z's Country image of China has via mediation 

by the perception of fashion products "Made in China" an 

indirect effect on the willingness to buy fashion products 

"Made in China".

Confirmed p<,001

H4: Gen Z's Willingness to buy fashion products “Made 

in China” is improved by sustainability measures.

Confirmed p<,001

H4b: The effect of perception of fashion products "Made 

in China" on the willingness to buy fashion products 

"Made in China" is moderated by social, environmental 

and social & environmental sustainability measures.

Confirmed

H4c: The moderating effect of social & environmental 

sustainability measures on the perception - willingness to 

buy link is stronger than the moderating effects of social 

respectively environmental sustainability measures alone.

Confirmed

65



Discussion

6. Discussion 
Country image of China 

As hypothesised in Hypothesis 1, the overall image of China was rated low by Gen Z. 

The total mean was .67 points lower (p<.001) than the neutral control level. However, 

this finding has to be discussed in more detail. This construct consisted of a total of 21 

items, divided into seven sets with three items each (4.1.2). Out of them, five sub-

groups showed a highly significant lower rating, while the rating in two sub-groups was 

highly significantly better than the neutral control level (Figure 8). The lowest ratings 

were found in the sub-groups 'Environment' (-1.99, p<.001), 'Political structure' (-1.67, 

p<.001), as well as 'Work conditions' (-1.92, p<.001), and somewhat more moderate in 

'Conflict' (-1.02, p<.001). These findings reflect exactly the expectation that one has 

regarding the Gen Z. The members of Gen Z engage more intensively than former 

Generations with topics like environment protection, politics, human rights and social 

questions and are seriously worried about related undesirable developments (Criteo, 

2018; OC&C, 2019). It is therefore not surprising that the globally oriented Gen Z is 

also aware of the situation in China and has a distinct opinion. This also applies to the 

rating in the other three sub-groups. While the 'Vocational Training' (-.49, p<.001) was 

still rated slightly worse than the reference point, the 'Economic Conditions' (.98, 

p<.001) were rated substantially better and the 'Work culture' (1.41, p<.001) even 

dramatically better than the neutral reference point. This means that the conditions in 

China that are directly related to work or workers are rated as good by Gen Z. This 

mitigates the bad rating in the other sub-groups and leads to an only moderately, but 

significantly, worse total rating. However, there could be some bias as there was no 

weighting between the groups. It is conceivable that Gen Z views the low-rated sub-

groups such as 'Environment', 'Work Conditions' and 'Political Structure' as much more 

important than the well-rated ones and that the real overall image of China is worse than 

that determined in this study. This would fit with the characteristics of Gen Z (Albert, et 

al 2019; Criteo, 2018; Elbdudler, 2018; OC&C, 2019). 

Perception and Willingness to buy 

Roth and Diamantopoulos (2009) stated that "in today's globalised markets country-of-

origin image has a considerable impact on consumers' evaluation of products 
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originating from different countries and therefore influences their subsequent buying 

decisions". Hypotheses 2b, 3b and 3c were formulated to check the validity of this 

statement for the present research project. The evaluation of the collected data showed 

that as well the rating of erception of fashion products "Made in China" (-.92, p<.001) 

as the rating of willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" (-1.24, p<.001) 

was significantly worse than the neutral reference point (Figures 9, 10; Tables 10, 14). 

Furthermore, a regression analysis revealed that the image of China is positively 

correlated with as well the perception as the willingness to buy. Moreover, a mediation 

analysis has that the country image predicts the willingness to buy and that this effect is 

fully mediated by the perception. Taken together, these analyses reveal that the well-

known interaction between these constructs (Roth & Diamantopoulos, 2009) do also 

exist in this research setting. Consequently, the Hypotheses 2b, 3b and 3c were 

confirmed. 

Impact of sustainability on willingness to buy 

The core question of the master's thesis was raised with Hypothesis 4. It should be 

found out whether the willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" is affected 

by sustainability measures and whether there are different effects between the various 

types of sustainability. To this aim, three comparisons were made. Each with a non-

sustainable vs. a socially, an environmentally, and a socially + environmentally 

sustainable hoodie (Figure 7). In order to investigate the effect of sustainability alone, 

the same design and price equality were assumed.  

The analyses revealed that all three types of sustainability led to a highly significant 

improvement of the willingness to buy. The extent of the improvement showed gradual 

differences between social (1.85, p<.001), environmental (2.13, p<.001) and social + 

environmental (2.37, p<.001) sustainability and the hoodie without sustainability 

information. While the differences between the sustainable hoodies and the hoodie 

without sustainability information were highly significant, there was only one 

significant difference when comparing the willingness to buy improvements through the 

three different types of sustainability to the willingness to buy for the hoodie without 

sustainability information. There were no differences in the comparison social : 

environmental (-.45, p<.17) and environmental : social + environmental (-.20, p=1). 
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However, as shown in Figure 14, there was a significant difference between the social 

and the social + environmental hoodie (-.65, p<.03). These differences between no 

sustainability (WTB 1) and sustainability (WTB 2) underline the importance of 

sustainability measures for Gen Z's willingness to buy fashion products "Made in 

China" and suggest that the implementation of a complete (social + environmental) 

sustainability is unchanged when compared to environmental sustainability, but 

significantly better than social sustainability alone. However, there is also no significant 

difference between social and environmental sustainability.  

Finally, multiple analyses were performed to investigate the influence of 

sociodemographic and psychographic factors (see Appendix). The most relevant 

findings were as follows: 

Credibility: There was a highly significant positive correlation between the credibility 

of the product information and the willingness to buy for all three sustainable hoodies. 

This suggests that the willingness to buy sustainable fashion products "Made in China" 

can be improved by credible product information. 

Perceived sustainability: The positive correlation between the perceived sustainability 

and the willingness to buy shows in the same direction as credibility. The better the 

perception of sustainability, the higher the willingness to buy. 

Civic engagement and Environmentalism: The negative correlation between the 

willingness to buy a non-sustainable fashion product "Made in China" is significantly 

lower in socially committed (civic engagement) and particularly environmentally 

conscious (environmentalism) Gen Z members. This strengthens the idea of the special 

characteristics of Gen Z for the willingness to buy. 

Taken together, the gathered and analysed data indicates that in depth investigations 

could probably deliver valuable insights into the outlined topic. 
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7. Conclusion 
Concerning manufacturing of fashion products, "Made in China" seems not to be a 

problem per se in Gen Z. Although the overall image of China is rated low, and directly 

correlated with the perception and willingness to buy, the willingness to buy can be 

improved by product related factors. This speaks against a fundamental rejection of a 

fashion production in China by Gen Z. In this research setting, the effect of different 

types of sustainability (social, environmental, social & environmental) were 

investigated due to the special characteristics of Gen Z. Gen Z members are known to 

engage more intensively with lifelike topics like environment protection, politics and 

society, and are seriously worried about their future, especially in regard to 

sustainability (Albert et al, 2019; Criteo, 2018; OC&C, 2019). As expected, the 

manipulation showed a highly significant effect with a marked improvement of the 

willingness to buy in all three groups. However, the analyses showed, that this effect 

significantly depends on the credibility of the claimed sustainability. The higher the 

credibility, the higher the willingness to buy. Finally, it is to mention that the perception 

of fashion products "Made in China" is positively correlated with the environmentalism 

of Gen Z members. Since it is to be expected that the proportion of environmentally 

conscious people will increase in Gen Z, the decision-makers in fashion industry should 

keep this fact in mind. 

Theoretical Contributions 

The aim of this Master's Thesis was to investigate Gen Z's willingness to buy fashion 

products "Made in China" taking into also account various levels of sustainability. In 

view of this, a study was carried out with 171 members of Gen Z from the so-called D/

A/CH-countries. 

The present study contributes to the existing literature on Gen Z, on the country-of-

origin construct and on the link between country-of-origin, perception of products and 

willingness to buy: 

Gen Z: 

Although further characterisation of Gen Z was not the main subject of this study, it 

confirmed findings of current youth studies/literature and enlarged the knowledge about 

their behaviour. As it is known for the whole of Gen Z, the participants of this study 
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turned out to have a distinct opinion on politics, society and sustainability. In this 

regard, the research on civic engagement, environmentalism and purchase decision 

involvement showed significantly higher values than the neutral reference point (see 

Appendix). It was also shown that sustainability aspects play an important role for Gen 

Z when buying clothing. Based on previous surveys, a divergent behaviour between 

personal attributes and purchase intent was considered possible (Abu, 2019). 

Country-of-Origin Image/ Perception of Products:  

Although there is the public opinion that the image of China is bad and products "Made 

in China" are of inferior quality, there is a lack of studies that confirm this opinion 

empirically (Holtbrügge & Zeier, 2017). Rather, the products are mostly judged based 

on the stereotypical beliefs about this country (Yasin et al, 2007) and result in a low-

level, low-tech and low-cost image of China (Bell, 2008; Chinen & Sun, 2011; 

Holtbrügge & Zeier, 2017; Loo & Davies, 2006). As a consequence, products from 

China were regularly found to be among the least favourable when compared to other 

countries (Leonidou et al, 2007; Pappu et al 2007; Sharma, 2011; Laforet & Chen, 

2012). 

In the present study, the image of China was polled based on a detailed construct 

consisting of a total of 21 items divided into seven sets with three items each. The 

results reflect a distinct opinion about China in Gen Z. While the overall image of China 

was rated as low, the individual analyses provided a more specific insight into the 

opinion formation. The lowest ratings were found in the subgroups Environment, 

Political Structure, Work Conditions and somewhat less in Conflict and Vocational 

Training. Astonishingly high was the rating concerning Work Culture and Economic 

Conditions. This specification might deliver an important contribution when discussing 

the country image of China in the future. 

Furthermore, the empirical survey of perception of fashion products "Made in China" 

showed a rating significantly lower than the neutral reference point. This overall result 

was strongly influenced by a very poor rating of the products in term of sustainability. 

This presumed and now shown knowledge should be taken into account in further 

research. 
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Country Image - Perception of products - Willingness to buy:  

Roth and Diamantopoulos (2009) stated that "in today's globalised markets country-of-

origin image has a considerable impact on consumers' evaluation of products 

originating from different countries and therefore influences their subsequent buying 

decisions." The results of the present study show that this relationship also exists in the 

underlying research setting and thereby completely confirms this statement. It was 

found that the image of China is positively correlated with as well the perception as the 

willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" in Gen Z, that the country image 

predicts the willingness to buy and that this effect is fully mediated by the perception. 

These current findings enlarge the knowledge in this field since they were collected 

with a more specific country image construct and in a sample which differs completely 

from former ones. 

In addition, the present study revealed that the relationship between country image, 

perception of products and willingness to buy can be influenced by making changes in 

the product. The manipulation procedure of the investigated fashion product by different 

sustainability measures led to a highly significant improvement of the perception of this 

product with a consecutively highly significantly increased willingness to buy in Gen Z. 

Thereby, even gradual differences between the manipulation measures could be 

determined. The overall result was that the unfavourable effect of a negative country 

image could be compensated by product-related measures. This finding might add an 

interesting point of view for further research and might also have managerial 

implications. 

Managerial Implications 

Although this study is, to the best of my knowledge, the first one to relate the image of 

China and the perception of fashion products "Made in China" to the willingness to buy 

these products in Gen Z, it might already have valuable managerial implications on the 

handling of Gen Z in fashion business. Since Gen Z is expected to become the most 

significant consumer group soon (Criteo, 2018; OC&C, 2019) reliable informational 

consumer insights of Gen Z might be of great relevance. 
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For political and sustainability reasons, fashion companies occasionally think about 

relocating production from China to other low-wage countries or even back to western 

industrial countries. However, this proves to be difficult for reasons of capacity as well 

as for reasons of the price-performance-ratio (Garagnon, 2020). From the point of view 

of Gen Z, no such necessity can be derived from the data collected in this study. 

However, their willingness to buy strongly depends on a credible sustainability of the 

product. Hence, it is advisable for the decision makers in fashion companies to seek 

cooperation with Chinese manufacturers which have a high level of sustainability. The 

number of such manufacturers is steadily increasing, since China outlined plans in 2016 

for implementing the UN's 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. Moreover, in 2020 

China announced its intention to reach carbon-neutrality by 2060. In this context, it is 

important to mention that the results of the study might mislead one into the assumption 

that compliance with environmental sustainability is sufficient for Gen Z, because it was 

found that there is no significant difference between implementing environmental and  

complete (social & environmental) sustainability. However, social sustainability alone 

was rated significantly lower than complete sustainability, but the difference to 

environmental sustainability was non-significant. Hence, one could argue in either 

direction on why social, environmental or complete sustainability should be 

implemented. Decision makers could be easily mislead by the study's results to 

implement environmental sustainability only, since it does not differ significantly from 

complete sustainability and should be easier and cheaper to achieve. Social 

sustainability, however, also showed a significant improvement for the willingness to 

buy. Grievances in social sustainability aspects should not be underestimated and bear 

an even higher potential for the consequences of the so-called "cancel culture" that is 

very distinct in Gen Z. Looking in the literature, it is worth considering whether the 

fashion industry should not enter into honest communication with the Gen Z, telling that 

fashion production is sustainable imperfect everywhere but that China makes great 

efforts towards sustainability. Evidence through credible textile seals should be 

considered. This approach would meet the demands of Gen Z for a gradual 

improvement in living conditions. 

Taken together, the present study supports the advice given to fashion companies by the 

accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers in the year 2020: "Companies in every 
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industry can open up exciting opportunities to build loyal relationships with this 

generation as soon as possible - by understanding how their values and preferences 

affect their day-to-day decisions. Listen to Gen Z. Learn from Gen Z. And adapt your 

business model to give Gen Z what they want, when they want it - before your 

competitors do." (PWC, 2020). To achieve this, there are already clear suggestions in 

the literature on how to deal with Gen Z in terms of marketing management 

(Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 2020). These include both the general corporate strategy and 

special measures such as communication, product design, advertising, shopping and 

post-sale customer support. 

General corporate strategy: As committed consumers who consciously deal with their 

consumption, the members of Gen Z expect companies to act in an ethical, socially 

responsible and environmentally friendly manner, both in the production and in the 

marketing of their products. In order to convince Gen Z, the positioning in this regard 

should be authentic and credible. Companies should therefore review their entire value 

chain from this point of view and build a reputation as credible, sustainable  company 

(Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 2020). 

Marketing communication: When communicating with Gen Z, the sustainability of a 

company should be emphasised and communicated convincingly as a social obligation. 

In order to be noticed and taken seriously by this communicative target group, it is 

helpful to tell stories about the company, products, services and consumers ('story 

telling'). To enable an exchange about this it is advisable to create an online platform. 

Furthermore, a "peer-to-peer" marketing model should be established, in which opinion 

leaders ('influencers'), convinced customers or paid partners ('affiliates') are used to 

market the products in the Gen Z network (Elbdudler, 2018; Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 

2020; OC&C, 2019). 

Product design: The striving of Gen Z for uniqueness and the wish to present their 

personality and individuality in their peer group leads to the fact that in principle unique 

offers are preferred when selecting products. It could therefore be worthwhile to 
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develop a strategy that takes into account the characteristics of uniqueness, 

personalisation and limitation. 

Advertising: In order to make product advertising successful in Gen Z, it is important 

not only to select the right media channels, but also to adapt to the requirements of Gen 

Z ('targeting'), to choose the right content, and to convey it in an appealing way. In 

concrete terms, this means that advertising should mainly take place via social media, 

represent the added value of a product in terms of requirements of Gen Z and convey it 

in a varied and easily understandable manner. Short, skippable and unobtrusive online 

advertising is most successful (Elbdudler, 2018; Kleinjohann & Reinecke, 2020; 

Livadic, 2018). 

Commerce: As digital natives, the members of Gen Z should in principle be given the 

opportunity to find out more about the products online and to buy them online. Must-

haves are therefore an own online shop, a presence on online trading platforms or 

corporation with online retailers. However, stationary retail also plays a major for Gen 

Z. Members of Gen Z like to go shopping, appreciate personal advise and use shops to 

meet like-minded people. Stationary retail should therefore be designed as a kind of 

"adventure world" (Kleinjohann, 2020). 

Customer support: Gen Z members like to stay in contact with the company also after 

the point of sale. They appreciate such possibilities like rent systems, recycling, up-/

downcycling and an organised waste management. These offers could presumably 

significantly increase the willingness to buy fashion products in Gen Z.  

According to the latest assessment of McKinsey, these decision makers will be most 

successful "that get a grip on the trends shaping the fashion landscape." (McKinsey, 

2021). That means "focusing on an omnichannel perspective but also emphasising the 

importance of sustainability throughout the value chain. Consumers will reward 

companies that treat their workers and the environment with respect" (McKinsey, 2021).  
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Limitations 

The major limitation of the study was that there was only literature on the individual 

building blocks of the study (Country of Origin Image, Sustainability in fashion 

industry, Gen Z, Willingness to buy) but none concerning their interaction. Therefore, 

the research questions had to be kept more general and could not go so much in depth. 

Concerning the conduct of the study, there was a limitation in the composition of the 

sample. By definition, people born between 1995 and 2010 belong to Gen Z (McKinsey, 

2018; OC&C, 2019). However, only adult members of Gen Z, i.e. those born between 

1995 and 06/2003 were included, since there were considerable concerns about the 

reliability of data from very young participants. Furthermore, there was a large 

difference in terms of the respondents' gender. While 123 respondents were female, only 

47 male and one diverse people answered the questionnaire. In addition, there was an 

imbalance in the distribution of responses from different countries. The study was 

planned to include participants from the D/A/CH- (Germany, Austria, Switzerland) 

countries. However, there were only 8 participants from Switzerland but 120 from 

Germany and 43 from Austria. Since no difference was expected between Gen Z 

members in these countries, this might have been of no significance. 

In regard to data analyses, there was only one minor limitation. The reliability 

calculated by Cronbach's alpha for the construct "Purchase Decision Involvement" had 

to be primarily classified as 'questionable'. After deletion of one item, Cronbach's Alpha 

increased to and was then 'acceptable'. However, this construct did not play an essential 

role in data analyses and could therefore be accepted. 

Further Research 

The present study could only give first and preliminary answers to the complex of 

questions, how important sustainability is for the willingness to buy fashion products 

"Made in China" in Gen Z. Further research is necessary to elucidate and specify the 

presumed interactions. 

Concerning the country image of China in Gen Z, the present findings need to be 

regularly updated, since the political situation is changing continuously and could lead 

to changing attitudes. At the moment, the situation between the western countries and 

China is dramatically worsening ('rivalry of the systems') and China's politic is pointing 
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more and more in the direction of isolationism. This puts the current western principle 

to improve sustainability in China ('Change by trade') in danger. Since this principle is 

presumably also favoured by Gen Z, such a development might thereby have significant 

managerial implications for dealing with Gen Z. 

In regard to sustainability, there are many open questions. These concern, for example, 

the general acceptance of  'Green fashion' (design, colours, etc.), the demands on quality 

and the purchasing behaviour (fast fashion - slow fashion) as well as the willingness to 

pay a price premium. Furthermore, it is important to know, how the credibility of 

fashion products labelled as sustainable can be increased (seals, supply chain law, etc.). 

Finally, one can well imagine that sustainability in the country of consumption (rent 

systems, recycling, up-/downcycling, waste management, sustainable packaging, 

sustainable delivery service in online retail, etc.) might even increase the willingness to 

buy fashion products "Made in China", because such measures can significantly 

improve the ecological balance. Answering these questions might even be of special 

interest, since this type of sustainability can be directly influenced by the members of 

Gen Z. 

In addition it might be interesting to investigate different samples. It can be assumed 

that the findings obtained in the DACH-countries are not representative for all 

countries, since as well the attitude towards China as the environmental, social and 

political awareness might differ. Of special interest would be the investigation of the 

Chinese Gen Z, since many western fashion companies try to gain access to the big 

Chinese market and there are indications of an increasing awareness of sustainability 

among the Chinese Gen Z (Bhutto et al, 2019). 

In summary, one can assume that it is worthwhile to continue the work on this research 

area, because further findings might lead to a still better understanding of Gen Z and 

thereby enable decision makers in fashion industry to adapt to their special demands. 

This is of importance, since Gen Z is expected to become the most significant consumer 

group soon, not only in number but also in purchasing power (Criteo, 2018; OC&C, 

2019; UN, 2020). 
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Appendix B: SPSS Output 

H1: The country image of China is rated low in Gen Z.
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Appendix

H2a: The perception of fashion products "Made in China" is rated low in Gen Z. 
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Appendix

H2b: Gen Z's country image of China is positively correlated with the perception 

of fashion products “Made in China”.
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Appendix

H3a: The willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" is rated low in  

Gen Z. 
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Appendix

H3b: Gen Z’s perception of fashion products “Made in China” is positively 
correlated with their willingness to buy fashion products “Made in China”.
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Appendix

H3c: Gen Z's Country Image of China has via mediation by the perception of 

fashion products "Made in China" an indirect effect on the willingness to buy 

fashion products "Made in China".
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H4a: Gen Z's willingness to buy fashion products “Made in China” is improved by 

sustainability measures. 
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Appendix

H4b: The effect of perception of fashion products "Made in China" on the 

willingness to buy fashion products "Made in China" is moderated by social, 

environmental and social & environmental sustainability measures.

H4c: The moderating effect of social & the perception - willingness to buy link 

social respectively environmental sustainability measures alone. 
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Additional Analyses  
Correlations: No sustainability 
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Correlations: Social Sustainability 
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Correlations: Environmental Sustainability 
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Correlations: Social + Environmental Sustainability 
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T-test Environmentalism, Civic Engagement, Purchase Decision Involvement 
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Manipulation check Pretest 
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Statistical Assumptions 
Multiple Regression: Country Image & Perception 

Linear relationship between variables 

Independence of residuals 

Multicollinearity 
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Homoscedasticity 
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Normality of residuals 

Significance of the model 
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Multiple Regression: Perception & Willingness to buy 

Linear relationship between variables 

Independence of residuals 

Multicollinearity 
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Homoscedasticity 
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Normality of residuals 
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Significance of the model 
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Appendix C: Abstract (German/Deutsch) 
Aus einer Vielzahl von Studien ist bekannt, dass das Image eines Landes einen 

erheblichen Einfluss auf die Beurteilung von Produkten aus diesem Land hat und 

letztendlich auch die Kaufbereitschaft beeinflusst. Dieser Effekt wird als ähnlich hoch 

eingeschätzt wie z.B. der Preis und der Markenname. In Anbetracht dieser Erkenntnisse 

wurde eine Studie konzipiert, welche die Kaufbereitschaft von Modeprodukten "Made 

in China" bei Mitgliedern der Generation Z (Jahrgänge 1995-2010), sowie einen 

möglichen Einfluss von Nachhaltigkeitsmaßnahmen auf deren Kaufbereitschaft 

untersuchen sollte. Die Grundidee war, dass sich ein schlechtes Länderimage von China 

negativ auf die Kaufbereitschaft der besonders kritischen Generation Z auswirken 

könnte und dass sich die Kaufbereitschaft eventuell durch Nachhaltigkeitsmaßnahmen 

verbessern ließe. Es besteht großes Einvernehmen darüber, dass Nachhaltigkeit die 

größte Herausforderung unserer Zeit ist und alle Maßnahmen ergriffen werden müssen, 

die zu einer nachhaltigen Neuordnung in Politik, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft führen. 

Dabei ist die Modeindustrie in besonderer Weise gefordert. Das bisherige Konzept der 

"Fast Fashion" zieht unweigerlich ökologisch fragwürdige Methoden und sozial 

problematische Arbeitsbedingungen nach sich. Darüber hinaus werden Fast Fashion 

Produkte zum größten Teil in China produziert, das für seine angeblichen Defizite in 

allen Bereichen der Nachhaltigkeit in erheblicher Kritik steht. Berücksichtigt man nun 

noch die besonderen Charakteristika der Generation Z, dann wird verständlich, warum 

diese Generation als eine besondere Herausforderung für die Modeindustrie angesehen 

wird. Diese Generation unterscheidet sich von ihren Vorgängergenerationen durch ein 

besonderes Engagement in den Bereichen Umweltschutz, Politik und Gesellschaft, und 

ist extrem besorgt um ihre Zukunft. 

Um erste Eindrücke über diese Thematik zu gewinnen, wurden neun Hypothesen 

entwickelt und anhand von 171 Mitgliedern der Generation Z aus der D/A/CH-Region 

getestet. Die Studie zeigte, dass sowohl das Länderimage von China, sowie die 

Einschätzung als auch die Kaufbereitschaft von Modeprodukten "Made in China" 

erheblich schlechter als der neutrale Referenzpunkt bewertet wurden. Des Weiteren 

wurde eine enge Korrelation zwischen diesen Konstrukten gefunden. Nach der 

Manipulation der Produkte durch Hinzufügen von Nachhaltigkeitsmerkmalen (soziale, 

ökologische, soziale + ökologische Nachhaltigkeitsmerkmale) konnte eine signifikante 
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Steigerung der Kaufbereitschaft in allen drei Gruppen festgestellt werden. Die 

Ergebnisse zeigen eine enge Verbindung zwischen Modeproduktion in China, 

Nachhaltigkeit und der Generation Z. 

Schlüsselwörter: Generation Z, Nachhaltigkeit, China, Kaufbereitschaft, Länderimage, 

Kaufabsicht, Umweltbewusstsein, Mode, Textilindustrie 

138


	1. Introduction
	1.1 Relevance of the topic
	1.2 Research Gap, Research Objectives and Research Questions
	1.3 Structure of the thesis

	2. Theoretical Background
	2.1 Definitions and Characteristics
	2.1.1 Sustainability
	2.1.2 Generation Z
	2.1.3 Country Image
	2.1.4 Willingness to buy

	2.2 Challenges for Fashion Industry
	2.2.1 Sustainability and Fashion Industry
	2.2.2 Fashion “Made in China”
	2.2.3 Gen Z and Fashion Marketing


	3. Hypotheses and Conceptual Model
	3.1 Hypotheses
	3.2 Conceptual Model

	4. Methodology
	4.1 Constructs and Measurements
	4.1.1 Final Scales
	4.1.2 Pre-tests

	4.2 Questionnaire
	4.2.1 Design
	4.2.2 Structure

	4.3 Data Collection

	5. Analyses and Results
	5.1 Statistical Methods
	5.2 Assessment of Quality of Scales
	5.3 Results
	5.3.1 Sample Description
	5.3.2 Verification of Hypotheses
	5.3.3 Summary


	6. Discussion
	7. Conclusion
	References
	Appendices

