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SUSTAINABILITY RESEARCH STUDY GLOBAL RESULTS 

A global focus on climate change has created more informed 
consumers who are seeking organic, sustainably produced 
foods, renewable energy sources for their homes, and fuel 
efficient transportation. But do consumers have the same 
desire for sustainably grown products in their clothing? And 
how does this impact their purchase decision? These are 
important questions as apparel brands and retailers begin to 
navigate the impact of sustainability in a market with a complex 
supply chain. Consumers can easily spot an organic apple in 
a grocery store or a hybrid car at a car dealership but how do 
they know whether the clothes they buy are from a sustainable 
source? And perhaps more importantly, do they care?

Sustainability has been defined by Gro Harlem Brundtland, 
Chairperson of the World Commission on Environment and 
Development as “the ability to meet the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.” Brands and retailers around the world have 
increasingly taken an active role in the sustainability movement 
by providing the consumer with more information on the 
sourcing of their products. However, as brands and retailers 
cater to a more knowledgeable audience, it is important to 
understand what it is the consumer thinks about in regards to 
sustainability, the importance of sustainability initiatives in the 
consumer purchase decision, and the types of sustainability 
efforts the consumer is seeking.
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In May 2017, Harris Insights & Analytics conducted a global 
survey of consumers to better understand the importance of 
sustainability to the consumer and the impact it has on their 
purchase decisions. A total of 7,365 interviews were conducted 
in the U.S., U.K., India, Germany, Italy, Mexico and China (at least 
1,000 interviews in each country). Results found 86% of global 
consumers are concerned about sustainability. This number 
is growing as 57% responded that they have become more 
concerned about sustainability over the past year. 

While consumers are most concerned about sustainability in their 
food, appliance and automobile purchases, 61% are concerned 
about sustainability when purchasing clothing, and two-thirds 
indicate they would put a lot of effort into finding clothing labeled 
as environmentally-friendly. Consumers report that they care 
about sustainability because they want to support companies 
who are doing things the right way (38%) and take a stand 
against those who do not treat their employees fairly (35%) or 
do not employ sustainability practices during the manufacturing 
process (33%). Therefore, it is imperative that brands and retailers 
establish and maintain a strong image of sustainability.



Why sustainability influences purchase of clothing

Simply because it is the right thing to do 41%

To do my part to protect the environment 39%

To support companies that practice sustainability 38%

To create a better world for myself 37%

To protect the world for my  
children/grandchildren/future generations 36%

To take a stand against companies 
that do not treat their employees fairly 35%

To take a stand against companies that do 
not employ sustainable practices in the 
manufacture of their products

33%

To reduce the amount of non-biodegradable  
waste in landfills 32%

To avoid harmful chemicals used in 
 non-sustainable versions of these products 31%

To lead a healthier lifestyle 30%

To save money 28%

Because I’m fearful of being exposed to toxins 25%
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One way for global brands and retailers to connect with consumers 
on sustainability may be to promote their use of cotton. Consumers 
already associate 100% cotton with sustainability more so than 
other fabrics such as wool, silk, polyester, rayon or spandex. The 
most informed consumers list their biggest issue with synthetic 
fibers as the microfiber waste in oceans from synthetics. However, 
83% of consumers believed cotton is safe for the environment, 
with U.S. cotton being rated as environmentally-safe (69%), more 
often than Australian (65%), Indian (64%), BCI (61%), African (60%), 
Chinese (56%) or Uzbek (53%) cotton. U.S. cotton is viewed as more 
sustainable (39%), responsibly-produced (40%) and higher quality 
(43%) than cotton grown in other parts of the world.



“Cotton grown in the U.S. is ______ compared to cotton grown in other countries.”

more sustainable or environmentally friendly 39%                            26%                 20%           15%

more responsibly produced or farmed 40%                            25%                 21%             14%

higher in quality 43%                                25%                18%           13%
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Fabric considered to be sustainably produced

Cotton 63%

Organic cotton 54%

Wool 51%

Recycled cotton 49%

Silk 42%

Recycled polyester 20%

Rayon or viscose 10%

Lycra/Spandex 9%

Nylon 8%

Polyester 8%

Modal 7%

Tencel 7%

 Strongly/somewhat agree  Neutral  Not sure  Strongly/somewhat disagree



CONCLUSION

Overall, sustainability continues to grow in importance to 
consumers. It is important for global brands and retailers to 
distinguish themselves as a company that cares about sustainability 
and fair labor practices. But the question is how to do this?

One answer, based on this research, may be a stronger alliance 
with cotton, which is perceived as more sustainable than other 
fibers, and specifically U.S. cotton, which is viewed more positively 
globally than cotton from other regions of the world. 

TO LEARN MORE, PLEASE CONTACT YOUR LOCAL CCI 
REPRESENTATIVE. CLICK HERE TO VIEW THE LIST OF 
REPRESENTATIVES BY REGION.

CCI is an EEO employer and provider.

https://cottonusa.org/staff

