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Abstract  

Amid growing concerns surrounding and unsustainable consumption patterns, new retail trends 

and consumption practices continue to evolve within contemporary consumer culture. This makes 

it valuable to explore how such evolving retail environments are understood and experienced by 

consumers. This study explores how consumers make sense of sample sales, as an emerging retail 

practice within contemporary consumer culture. The study delves deeper into how sustainability is 

understood and negotiated in relation to these consumption contexts. While sample sales are often 

associated with discounted consumption, samples and surplus fashion, limited research has 

explored how consumers experience and make sense of these in relation to sustainability. The 

study was conducted using qualitative focus group interviews and the application of a cultural and 

social constructionist theoretical approach. Findings from this study reveal that consumers 

understand sample sales as a paradoxical retail environment, characterised by excitement, 

affordability and competition while simultaneously expressing feelings of stress, discomfort and 

concerns surrounding impulsive and unsustainable consumption. The study further revealed how 

sustainability within these retail spaces is continuously negotiated and reevaluated by consumers, 

and is not understood through fixed distinctions between sustainable and unsustainable 

consumption. The study revealed that consumers had more trust in sustainability motives of 

sample sales when associated with second-hand organisations. By exploring sample sales as an 

emerging feature within contemporary consumer culture, this research contributes to a deeper 

understanding of consumer culture  and the complexities of sustainable consumption. 
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1. Introduction 

When stores and designers want to offload their unsold clothing, production 

pieces and sample items in order to make room for a new collection or a new line 

of clothes, an increasing number of brands and designers will typically hold a 

sample sale (Ramzi, 2024). The event will usually last over 2-3 days and is often 

characterised by limited stock, very high discounts and temporary retail spaces. 

The events are typically published on the brand's website or as Facebook events, 

with anticipated participation, in some cases reaching up to nearly 7,000 people, 

(Facebook event Filippa K Sample Sale, 2024). The event is typically surrounded 

by a sense of urgency and exclusivity creating a “hype” around the event which is 

further amplified through social media, word of mouth and digital marketing 

(Ramzi, 2024). As production levels accelerate and overconsumption continues to 

increase, today's fashion industry is resource-intensive and environmentally 

harmful, releasing an estimated 10% of all global carbon emissions (Malmström, 

2022). The textile industry is evolving, fast fashion describes a system in which 

clothes are designed, produced and brought to the market at a higher speed in 

order to keep up with fast changing trends and an increased number of fashion 

seasons (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst 2010). Over the coming 20 years, some estimates 

say that the Fast Fashion industry is expected to grow by 400% (Radev, 2023). At 

the same time, new retail and consumption trends and practices are emerging and 

becoming integrated to the fashion market, such as sample sales which can be 

understood as part of a broader set of responses aimed at managing surplus 

clothing stock and sample items by circulating garments and reducing waste 

(Mummery, 2023). Three years ago, I attended my first sample sale and in the 

midst of the chaos, I purchased a shirt, however, since making this purchase I 

have only used the shirt twice and every time I open my closet and see it, I am 

reminded of how much else I could have done with those 500 kr. The importance 

for fashion brands to act sustainably and environmentally responsible has become 

increasingly significant and emphasised in recent years, simultaneously are more 

brands with an outspoken sustainability focus organising sample sales as well as 

including them in sustainability strategies to manage surplus stock and reducing 
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textile waste (A Sustainable Closet, 2025; Houdini, 2025; Dedicated, 2025; 

Residius, 2026). With the use of focus groups, this study will delve deeper into 

the phenomenon of sample sales and explore consumers' experience and make 

sense of this emerging consumption trend. By developing a deeper understanding 

of how consumers participating in these practices make sense of them in relation 

sustainability, this thesis will explore how a broader understanding of how 

growing consumption trends shape consumption culture and influence 

possibilities for more sustainable consumption.  

1.1 Research problem   

This study takes place within a fashion context where sustainability, responsibility 

and circularity have become central to how brands communicate and position 

themselves and their clothing (Savilia, 2024). Simultaneously, fashion brands 

today are facing stricter laws and regulations to follow sustainability guidelines, 

improve transparency and conduct yearly sustainably reports explaining their 

strategies and progress toward improved environmental and social responsibility 

(Finansinspektionen, 2026). However, issues related to overproduction remain 

evident and continue to be a cause for concern within the industry (Tonti, 2024). 

At the same time, new retail and consumption trends and practices are emerging 

and becoming integrated to the fashion market, such as sample sales which can be 

understood as part of a broader set of responses aimed at managing surplus 

clothing stock and sample items by circulating garments and reducing waste 

(Mummery, 2023). While this study does not examine specific brands or 

companies within the fashion industry, an interesting aspect of the development of 

sample sales is that an increasing number of brands that publicly communicate a 

strong sustainability focus are more often organising sample sales (A Sustainable 

Closet, 2025; Houdini, 2025; Dedicated: 2025; Residius, 2026). Many brands and 

companies also publicly state that they use sample sales as part of their 

sustainability strategy plan, positioning them as a way to reduce waste by selling 

unsold inventory and sample items and thereby extending product lifecycles 

(Cissi & Selma, 2025; COSH!, 2023).  This way sample sales can be associated 

with notions of responsible consumption, while still operating in a system driven 
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by continuous production cycles and creations of new collections needing more 

production pieces and further use of resources. This way, sample sales creates an 

interesting paradox where practices, sometimes framed as reducing waste, 

simultaneously depend on an ongoing overproduction. This raises a research 

interest in how consumers understand sample sales in relation sustainability and 

how these meanings relate to sustainable consumption. Further, it raises questions 

of the meanings which consumers give to the events as well as motives to keep 

attending the events. Trends and developments in consumption patterns, such as 

sample sales, are important to research as they provide an insight into how new 

retail formats influence meanings and expectations surrounding sustainable and 

responsible consumption. Whether sample sales are sustainable or not, they 

constitute a valuable area of research as they are a fast growing retail phenomenon 

in an evolving consumption culture. Sample sales are an under-researched topic 

within consumer culture research and could provide a deeper insight into how 

consumers make sense of new consumption environments and how these 

meanings ultimately relate to sustainability, which is valuable for understanding 

how consumption can be made more sustainable.  

1.2 Aim of thesis and research questions 

In this study, I aim to gain deeper knowledge and understanding of sample sales 

as an emerging social practice and new feature in consumption culture, as well as 

its relevance to understand conditions for sustainable consumption. My aim with 

this thesis is not to measure the actual environmental impact of sample sales, such 

as the environmental effect related to the consumption or resource use associated 

with these events. Instead, with this study I aim to gain a stronger understanding 

of the social and cultural conditions under which consumption comes to be 

perceived as sustainable. By creating a deeper understanding for consumers' 

motives for continuous attendance at these events and their experiences within 

them, the study aims to provide more valuable insight to how we create conditions 

for consumers to engage in more sustainable consumption. In order to develop 

conditions for sustainable consumption, it's critical to understand emerging retail 

formats and the ways consumers engage with them. The research field of 
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environmental communication has studied the different roles of consumption and 

its relation to sustainability and resource use from many angles (Kannengieber, 

2017). Studying new trends such as sample sales, which are becoming a more 

integrated part of the fashion market and ultimately consumer culture are relevant 

to study in connection to environmental communication as it examines how 

sustainability is framed and discussed in relation to overall consumption as well 

as within newer consumption trends. As mentioned, there is a growing awareness 

of the environmental and social impacts associated with everyday consumption, 

researching how new trends and developments are understood and experienced by 

consumers is valuable for explaining how meanings of sustainability and 

responsibility in continued consumption are formed. By using focus groups as a 

methodological approach, this study aims to explore how aspects of sustainability 

is communicated by exploring how it is understood and justified by consumers 

within emerging consumption trends such as sample sales.  

 

 

Based on the aim of this study, these are research questions which this thesis aims 

to answer: 

 

How do consumers make sense of sample sales as a form of consumption and 

social practice? 

 

How is the meaning of sustainability and consumption constructed within the 

consumption  context of sample sales?  

 

As a new component of contemporary consumer culture, what does the social 

practice of ‘sample sales’ say about the conditions for sustainable consumption? 
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2. Background 

This chapter provides an overview of the previous research within the field of 

sustainable consumption as well as the emerging attitude-behavour gap seen in 

fashion consumption today. This chapter also includes previous research findings 

and the research gap which this study aims to contribute to.  

2.1 Literature review 

2.1.1  Sustainability  

The topic of sustainability has become an increasingly prominent and important 

issue across many fields and industries (Wiese et al., 2015). Environmental 

challenges such as rising sea levels, high levels of greenhouse gas emissions and 

overproduction have increased public awareness of the need for sustainable 

development and sustainable production (Scoones, 2007). In recent years, 

sustainability has become one of the most widely used terms, used across various 

sectors, carrying many different associations and meanings (Scoones, 2007). One 

of the most commonly used definitions of sustainability comes from the 

Brundtland Commission (1978) which defines sustainability as “ meeting the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs.” (World Commission on Environment and Development 

1987).  

 

Following the Brundtland definition, sustainability has been further 

conceptualised as the interconnected relationship between social, economic and 

environmental dimensions of sustainability, often referred to as the three pillars of 

sustainability (Purvis et al., 2018). The environmental dimension refers to 

environmental concerns of sustainability such as the protection and responsible 

use of natural resources, biodiversity management and climate change (Enel, 

2026). The social dimension of sustainability involves the well-being of people, 

reducing discrimination and inequality as well as ensuring that all people have 

access to necessary resources (Enel, 2026). Lastly, the economic dimension of 
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sustainability concerns the balance of building economic growth, while ensuring 

responsible resource efficiency and social equity (Enel, 2026). However, it is also 

important to note that the meaning of sustainable development and its relation to 

the three pillar definition, can also have varied importance depending on what 

academic orientation you have studied, further illustrating that the meaning of 

sustainable development remains flexible and open to interpretation (Freeney, 

2024). The Brundtland definition, along with the conceptualisation of the three 

dimensions of sustainability, illustrates the central role which human action and 

behaviour have in shaping development that is sustainable, as well as the 

importance of considering the environmental impacts of human practices in 

production, manufacturing and consumption (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). 

2.1.2 Fast fashion, overproduction and sustainable 

consumption 

As the modern economy is continuously growing, the retail industry is also 

actively evolving and new trends and developments are emerging within the 

fashion landscape at a high rate (Ivanova, 2020). Historically fashion shows and 

runways displaying new and original sample pieces were the main inspiration for 

the fashion industry, with shows exclusive only for fashion managers and 

designers. After shows opened to the public in early 2000s, photographers and 

magazines were allowed in which resulted in the fashion process and the shows to 

be demystified, leading retailers such as Zara and H&M to produce interpretations 

of the designs at a rapid speed to attract more consumers (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst 

2010). As a result, the fashion industry began to move towards faster and more 

responsive production cycles. Rather than producing according to traditional 

seasons of summer and winter clothing, fashion cycles more often feature 

additional production releases of new styles and collections, allowing brands to 

introduce new items on a monthly or even weekly basis (Alam et al., 2023). The 

demand for new clothing styles and collections continue to grow, leading clothing 

companies to produce an increasing number of samples for showroom 

presentations and eventual buyer evaluations to ensure the quality and standard of 

the clothing produced for consumers (Skytrix, 2026). In today's fashion industry, 

releases can range from early spring to late autumn pieces, to collections tailored 
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to specific events such as Valentines day or Halloween, encouraging consumers to 

engage in more frequent purchasing (Bhardwaj & Fairhurst 2010). As part of the 

typical summer/winter cycles, the fashion industry traditionally has relied on 

forecasting trends and demand ahead of consumption. However, as seasons and 

trends have evolved faster, the fashion industry has shifted towards a model 

centred on speed, where retailers compete by quickly responding to emerging 

trends and bringing them to market, hence the term Fast Fashion (Bhardwaj & 

Fairhurst, 2010). As fashion trends evolve at a faster pace, new clothing is 

produced and clothing samples often become surplus products that contribute to 

growing discussions surrounding overproduction, consumption and sustainability 

within the fashion industry (Skytrix, 2026).  

 

As previously mentioned, today's fashion industry is responsible for 92 million 

tonnes of textile waste annually, and is expected to rise to 134 million tonnes by 

2030 (UNEP, 2025). The speed at which the fashion industry is producing new 

garments corresponds with increasing levels of overproduction, as more brands 

continuously produce more garments than the market is able to absorb (Zhang et 

al., 2025). Previous research indicates that the global fashion industry produces 

between 80 billion and 150 billion garments annually, yet between 10% and 40% 

of garments produced remain as unsold stock (Okafor, 2025). These large 

volumes of surplus stock are becoming more common within the fashion industry 

as overproduction can be a strategic choice for brands to ensure they meet 

consumer demand and to avoid going out of stock (Okafor, 2025; Zhang et al., 

2025). As a consequence, textile waste management remains problematic as 

excess garments and unsold stock are discarded in an unsustainable manner, such 

as overflowing landfills (Johnson, 2024). At the same time, the fashion industry 

has developed various retail strategies to manage and circulate excess inventory, 

with practices such as flash sales, outlet retail and sample sales becoming 

increasingly integrated into the fashion market (Zhang et al., 2025; Chicmi, 2021). 

Historically and originally, sample sales have been used by fashion brands as a 

way to clear unsold stock and showroom samples, however, they have 

increasingly evolved into a more visible and standardised retail event, which more 
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often attracts a broader consumer audience (Mzizi, 2024). Only recently, some 

brands have adapted to 3D-sampling with the help of advanced AI to create 

photorealistic samples of their designs as a way to reduce the textile waste of 

sample production (Rice, 2024; Skytrix, 2026). However, many brands continue 

using sample sales as a strategy for managing overproduction and textile waste 

management by redirecting samples and excess inventory to consumer hands 

instead of discarding or destroying items (Studio Anneloes, 2023; Mummery, 

2023). Many of these sales are usually characterised by limited availability, high 

discounts and time pressure, casting a “Here Today, Gone Tomorrow” sense of 

urgency for consumers to encourage rapid purchasing decisions and reinforcing 

continuous consumption (Mummery, 2023; Bhardwaj & Fairhurst 2010; Zhang et 

al., 2025). While these practices can be framed as more resource efficient by 

extending the life of already produced garments, they can also be viewed as 

mechanisms that enable the industry to manage surplus stock while maintaining 

unsustainable production levels (Mummery, 2023; Zhang et al., 2025).  

While issues regarding overproduction continue to rise, so does the environmental 

concerns in relation to increased consumption and unsustainable resource use 

(Kim & Damhorst, 1998). Simultaneously, is the research field of sustainability in 

relation to consumption practices also growing and becoming more extensive and 

broad (Liu et al., 2017). Previous research findings show that consumption and 

the act of consuming goods are more than economic transactions, but can also be 

understood as a cultural and social practice through which individuals 

communicate identity, values and culture (Miles, 1998). Consumption has 

historically been viewed as a natural byproduct of production and modern life 

today and should therefore not be morally condemned in itself. Instead 

consumption is understood as a socially embedded practice shaped by social 

norms and routines (Miles, 1998). As Bonni & Oppenheim (2008) points out, 

changing consumers' everyday behaviour in relation to continuous consumption is 

complex, as this behaviour is ingrained in habits, social expectations and 

frameworks. However, consumers' growing concern and awareness for 

sustainability is becoming increasingly apparent, as many consumers are factoring 

the environmental implications and consequences of their consumption choices 
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into their decisions (Hanss & Böhm, 2011). As more consumers are seeking 

sustainable alternatives for continued consumption, the second-hand market has 

grown exponentially over recent years, with 20 billion SEK a year in revenue in 

Sweden (Myrorna, 2024). Second-hand consumption is described as the 

purchasing of already used items and clothing and is often considered a more 

sustainable way to consume (Cuong, 2024). However, a recent online survey 

study conducted in the United States by Peleg Mizarchi & Sharon (2025) 

indicates that, despite being positioned as a more sustainable alternative, second-

hand consumption can still reproduce a consumer behaviour similar to those 

found in fast fashion consumption. This illustrates a broader tension within 

sustainable consumption as well as overall consumption, where increased 

awareness and intention to consume more sustainably responsible, does not 

necessarily translate into reduced consumption in practice.  

2.1.3 Consumer culture, attitude-behaviour gap and paradoxes 

As awareness of sustainability issues relating to consumption is growing, previous 

research indicates that greater responsibility is often placed on individual 

consumers to make more environmentally conscious choices (Giesler & Veresiu, 

2014). Sonneryd & Uggla (2015) discuss the concept of green governmentality, 

examining how environmental responsibility is often shifted from the state or 

institution to the individual, through a process called responsibilisation. Citizens 

are encouraged to view themselves as responsible consumers, where daily 

lifestyle and consumption choices are a key aspect to solving environmental and 

ecological crises. They discuss how information campaigns and advertisements 

promoting more environmentally sustainable behaviour such as “You control 

climate change, choose wisely”, also communicate implicit messages about what 

constitutes normative and morally right, thereby guiding individuals' free will in a 

certain direction to construct “the responsible consumer” (Sonneryd & Uggla, 

2015). In their article the authors discuss how practice theory explains how the 

“responsible consumer model” often fails in reality, by shifting the analytical 

focus from individual attitudes towards the social practices creating the attitude, 

where the infrastructure, technologies and social network available to people have 

a central role in guiding our actions and routines. Sonneryd & Uggla (2015) 
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describe that consumption and the choice to consume is often embedded in social 

relationships and routines that shape our daily life and become habitual, 

suggesting that these implicit messages of pro-environmental behaviour contests 

these routines and habitual actions created by the social network and 

infrastructure, leading individuals to feel guilty and responsible for consuming.   

 

As Teerakapibal & Schlegelmilch (2025) suggest, many consumers may express 

genuine environmental concern and convey intentions to make more sustainable 

consumption choices, yet, these intentions do not always translate into actual 

sustainable consumption practices. Similar paradoxical behaviour has also been 

found in relation to food consumption, where consumers' positive attitudes 

towards buying organic and ecologically produced food, deviate from actual 

purchasing behaviour (Terlau & Hirsch, 2015). This behavioural inconsistency is, 

however, particularly present in the fashion industry where consumers can express 

an aspiration to act sustainably, yet, continue to participate in consuming fast 

fashion or attend heavily discounted sales (Untarini, 2020). The behavioural gap 

which previous literature illustrates, is described as an attitude-behavior gap 

(Teerakapibal & Schlegelmilch, 2025). The persistent gap between consumers' 

expressed intentions and actual behaviour, demonstrates the complexity of 

sustainable consumption and understanding consumer behaviour, as prior research 

shows that environmental concern is not necessarily consistent with 

corresponding with behavioural change (Teerakapibal & Schlegelmilch, 2025; 

Untarini, 2020). However, as Bonni & Oppenheim (2008) and Miles (1998) 

points out, consumption decisions and consumer behaviour are shaped by social 

norms, routines and structural habits which influence how individuals navigate 

between sustainability intentions and practice, illustrating consumption as a 

socially embedded practice. This indicates that consumer behaviour is more than a 

reflection of individual behaviour and should also be explored in relation to the 

broader social and structural conditions in which consumption takes place 

(Warde, 2005). As much of the previous research within the fashion industry has 

focused on areas within the second-hand market and online consumption, 
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exploring newer retail trends and phenomena, such as sample sales, may illustrate 

these dynamics further. 

2.1.4 Past studies conducted within the research field 

A study conducted in The United States by Byon & Sternquist (2008), used the 

methodology of surveys and one-on-one interviews with female shoppers to 

explore how retail environments influence consumer behaviour and decision-

making. Findings from their study show that as retailers create conditions of 

limited availability and rapid product turnover, signalling to consumers to “Buy 

now, it won't be here tomorrow” generates an environment of scarcity and 

urgency among consumers. As a result, consumers are more likely to engage in 

immediate action and exhibit “in-store hoarding” behaviour, where consumers 

take possession of an item and keep it to themselves as a way to prevent others 

from purchasing the item, even if they are uncertain about their own intention to 

buy. Results from their study found that consumers perceived perishability and 

scarcity were central to understanding “in-store hoarding” behaviour, and low-

price perceptions were least important. Building on this, Byon & Sternquist, 

conducted another similar study in 2012, using the same methodology, which 

revealed further findings to suggest that consumers perceived time-limited 

campaigns, such as “Here Today, Gone Tomorrow” sales, as highly urgent and 

stressful, increased the pressure to make immediate purchasing decisions. Results 

from this study suggest that these types of sale campaigns result in consumption 

that is driven by a fear of missing out on a product, rather than the actual need of 

the product, hence leading to impulsive purchasing decisions, reinforcing 

continuous overconsumption patterns. Findings from these two studies suggest 

that consumption behaviour is actively influenced by retail strategies that can 

create a sense of urgency and perceived scarcity among consumers (Byon & 

Sternquist 2008; Byon & Sternquist 2012). Limited availability and time pressure 

are all present within the context of sample sales events, suggesting that these 

environments could shape or influence consumers decision-making in similar 

ways. Byon & Sternquist (2012) also express the need for further research of 
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consumers' emotions postpurchasing at these types of shopping campaigns and 

environments, as well as consumers' motivation for attendance. 

 

A recent study was conducted in Sweden by Petersson & Brink (2022), with the 

purpose of exploring how millennials' impulse buying is influenced by limited-

time promotion when purchasing fashion products online. They used the 

methodology of focus groups as well as semi-structured interviews and found that 

millennials are not necessarily influenced by limited-time promotion online, 

because of the knowledge that another discount or sale will soon occur again. This 

suggests that consumer responses to promotional strategies may vary depending 

on the retail environment. While online shopping has increased significantly in 

Sweden, a study from 2023 showed that Swedish consumers still prefered 

traditional in-person retail stores for their shopping needs (Statista, 2023). Sample 

sales are conducted in physical retail environments, where social in-person 

presence, perceived competition and limited availability, could contribute to 

consumers' perceptions and decision-making processes in ways that differ from 

findings observed in an online setting.  

 

A recent study conducted in Indonesia by researchers Hakim & Salman Farid 

(2025), explores the effects of “Fear of Missing Out” marketing strategies in 

online Flash Sales, which, similar to sample sales, rely on limited-time discounts, 

creating a sense of urgency among consumers. Using semi-structured interviews, 

this study found that the promotional strategies and social media marketing, flash 

sales triggered consumers to shop impulsively, driven by the belief that not 

shopping would result in a missed opportunity. Results from this study also 

revealed that many consumers experienced feelings of anxiety and post-purchase 

regret after taking part in such sales, as a result of not fully considering their 

purchasing decisions. These findings further suggested that time-limited retail 

environments may contribute to unsustainable consumption patterns.  

 

As seen from these previous research findings, retail environments characterised 

by limited availability, time pressure and perceived scarcity may influence 
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consumer behaviour and lead to impulsive purchasing decisions, some later to be 

regretted (Byon & Sternquist 2012; Hakim & Salman Farid, 2025). In the context 

of an evolving and fast moving consumer culture, where new retail trends 

continue to emerge, sample sales remain a very unexplored phenomenon, both 

within a Swedish context but also in broader consumer research. Many studies 

within sustainable consumption and environmental communication research have 

explored consumers' decision-making processes and perceptions of retail trends, 

often using qualitative methods, however, quantitative methods appear to be more 

commonly used within the field. There remains a gap in the literature regarding 

the qualitative, meaning-making process through which consumers themselves 

understand and make sense of emerging retail trends in relation to sustainable 

development and sustainable consumption. This study aims to fill this gap by 

exploring how consumers discursively construct meanings and understanding of 

consumption within evolving retail environments such as sample sales, and how 

sustainability is considered in relation to these consumption practices, further 

contributing to deeper understanding of sustainable consumption within today's 

consumer culture. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

This study applies a cultural and social constructionist approach to explore how 

consumers interpret and negotiate the meanings of sample sales in relation to 

sustainability. This chapter will provide an overview and a background of theories 

applied and discuss their relevance to this study as well as how these will further 

guide and expand the thesis discussion. 

 

3.1 Consumer culture theory 

Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) is a theoretical perspective that addresses the 

dynamic relationship between consumers and consumer actions, the marketplace 

and their cultural meanings (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). The theoretical 

perspective of CCT and the previous research conducted within the field, explored 

how the consumption culture impacts and influences consumers decision making, 

illustrating how consumption and the act of choosing to consume is more than the 

result of just an economic transaction (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). Fashion 

style and choosing your clothing in the morning is not just a practical choice, it 

can also be viewed as an effective tool for self-expression and formation of 

identity from which we can also express our culture and traditions (Wolfendale & 

Kennet, 2011). Clothing and fashion is often used as a way to communicate 

identity to the outside world, and present a personal style, preferences or cultural 

affiliations (Effremov et al., 2021). Within Consumer Culture Theory, market 

messages are understood to influence consumers' choice to consume, where 

consumption can be understood as an active process where individuals interpret 

and coordinate cultural meanings attached to products, clothing and consumption 

experiences (Arnould & Thompson, 2024). Consumption can be understood as a 

social and cultural phenomenon, where shared meanings, norms and narratives 

shape how clothing and consumption experiences are interpreted, placing 

consumption behaviour as a process within a cultural system (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2005). As mentioned, the awareness of the environmental issues and 
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impact associated with high levels of consumption, have increased in recent years, 

influencing how consumers approach their consumption practices (Maduku, 

2024). Within today's fashion markets, sustainability has increasingly become a 

significant cultural narrative shaping consumption practices (Das & Albinsson, 

2023). Recent research demonstrates that sustainability discourses influence how 

consumers interpret and justify different forms of fashion consumption, as well as 

newer retail formats and consumption trends (Heidenstrøm, 2024). Where brands 

with a stronger outspoken sustainability image and focus, bring consumers more 

trust in the brand to continue consuming clothing and products from the brand 

(Rastogi et al., 2024). 

3.1.1  Consumer culture theory and its relevance to this study 

As mentioned, sample sales have grown to be a popular market strategy to gain 

media attention around the clothing brand, while simultaneously acting as a way 

to manage surplus stock and waste as well as to make room for further production 

(Mzizi, 2024). As sample sales increasingly have been incorporated into fashion 

market strategies, they have become a more visible and normalised form of retail 

practice within the evolving fashion industry (Mzizi, 2024). Applying CCT for 

this study provides a relevant theoretical perspective for building a deeper 

understanding of how consumers describe and interpret sample sales as a form of 

fashion consumption. Using CCT to guide this research and thesis discussion 

allows this study to explore how meanings related to consumption and 

sustainability are constructed around this type of retail practice. Exploring how 

consumers interpret and approach emerging retail trends, such as sample sales 

using CCT as a theoretical perspective also allows for a deeper understanding of 

how these meanings are situated within broader cultural understandings of 

sustainable consumption. 

3.2 Symbolic interactionism  

Symbolic interactionism is a micro-level theoretical framework that provides 

insight to how shared meanings and differences in interpretations are constructed 

through social interaction amongst individuals (Carter & Fuller, 2015). Central to 

symbolic interactionism, is that individuals act based on the meanings objects 
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have for them. Interaction takes place within social and cultural contexts where 

individuals define and interpret people, objects and situations based on individual 

meanings, these meanings emerge through interaction with others and are 

continuously created and reinterpreted through social interaction (Blumer, 1969 

cited in Carter & Fuller, 2015). Words, objects and language function as symbols 

and tools that individuals use to communicate meanings and make sense of their 

social environment, the meanings that emerge through social interaction, further 

influence how people interpret situations and help guide their actions (Carter & 

Fuller, 2015; Herman and Reynolds, 1994). 

3.2.1 Symbolic interactionism and its relevance to this study 

The use of a symbolic interactionist perspective to explore consumer behaviour 

and consumers relations and understandings of sustainable consumption have 

increased in recent years (Gordillo-Rodriguez et al., 2023). Previous research 

within the field of sustainable consumption and environmental communication 

have increasingly focused on how consumers' interpretations and meanings of 

sustainability affect and relate to their consumption practices (Wörösch & 

Köteles, 2025). Symbolic interactionism is particularly relevant for this study as 

the aim of this research is to to gain a deeper understanding of how consumers 

interpret and make sense of sample sales as a consumption practice in relation to 

sustainability and sustainable consumption. As a symbolic interactionist 

perspective emphasises that shared meanings and understanding emerge and are 

shaped by social interaction, qualitative methods such as focus groups, enable 

participants to discuss and reflect upon their understandings collectively and 

respond to the perspectives of others (Morgan, 2012). In the context of this study, 

focus groups together with a symbolic interactionist theoretical framework, 

provide a deeper insight into how consumers make sense of sample sales as a 

form of consumption and how they associate such consumption practices with 

sustainability. Using a symbolic interactionist perspective for this research allows 

this study to gain a comprehensive understanding of how consumers actively 

construct, build upon and challenge interpretations and understandings of 

sustainable consumption. Through the dialogue and interaction between 
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participants and applying symbolic interactionism as an analytical framework, the 

study can explore how sustainability narratives, justifications and tensions in 

relation to consumption practices are created and collectively built upon in real 

time.   

3.3 Practice theory  

Practice theory offers a complementary theoretical perspective to symbolic 

interactionism, by exploring how these meanings are reflected within broader 

consumption practices and routines. Rather than viewing consumption as strictly 

the outcome of personal preferences and choices, practice theory conceptualises 

consumption as part of broader social practices (Warde, 2005). From a practical 

theoretical perspective, the analytical focus of consumption moves further than 

the individual choice, but as practices made possible through the interaction 

between materials and organisational structure, allowing for a deeper 

understanding of how consumption practices are reproduced and structured in 

everyday life (Beatson et al., 2020; Halkier et al., 2011). Practice theory helps 

shift the analysis to explore the interconnected elements of an activity, by 

analysing the materials and organisational structure available to individuals, 

meaning the physical things available and the arrangement of the practice 

(Sonneryd & Uggla, 2015). In practice theory, the competencies and meanings of 

a practice are also analysed, meaning the skills and knowledge to navigate within 

the situated practice as well as the cultural understandings and norms attached to 

the practice (Sonneryd & Uggla, 2015). A practice can also have multiple and 

conflicting meanings that can shift over time (Sonneryd & Uggla, 2015). Within 

the context of fashion consumption, the act of purchasing clothing is not only the 

result of personal preferences, but also a moment and practice influenced by 

social norms, cultural meanings and availability of particular retail formats 

(Warde, 2005). 

3.3.1 Practice theory and its relevance to this study 

Using a practical theoretical framework to explore consumption practices and 

sustainable consumption, have also increased in recent years within the field of 
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environmental communication and consumption culture (Beatson et al., 2020). 

Within sustainability research, practice theory has become a valuable framework 

as it allows a deeper understanding of how everyday practices contribute to 

environmentally significant consumption patterns (Røpke, 2009). Within the 

context of this study, applying practice theory provides a valuable perspective for 

analysing sample sales as a particular consumption practice within the fashion 

market. While sample sales is an event structured as a way to manage surplus 

stock and offload storage units of sample items and unsold garments, the retail 

event takes place within a broader fashion market (Smith, 2023). By analysing 

and discussing how consumers engage with these types of retail events through a 

practical theoretical lens, this study explores the material and organisational 

structures shaping this practice, as well as the meanings and competencies 

connected to the practice and how these relate to broader understandings of an 

evolving consumer culture and new market structures (Sonneryd & Uggla (2015). 

Authors Sonneryd & Uggla (2015), describe how studies conducted using practice 

theory, can help explain the variety of ways consumers can respond to and 

motivate acting "environmentally responsible” in their consumption choices. 

Within the discussion of the research findings, applying practice theory, helps 

analyse how participants position sample sales within their everyday consumption 

practices and how any conflicting narratives between sustainability and active 

participation in fashion consumption are managed and discussed among 

participants. 

3.4 How these theories work together for the aim of 

this thesis 

This study applies a combinative social and cultural constructionist theoretical 

approach using symbolic interactionism, practice theory and consumer culture 

theory to develop a comprehensive understanding of consumer participation in 

sample sales. Through focus group discussions, participants collectively discuss 

and reflect on their experiences of sample sales and collectively give meaning to 

them. Meaning can not exist on its own, but is collectively created as people 

interact with each other (Morgan, 2012). Using symbolic interactionism as a 



26 

 

theoretical approach the study can analyse how participants, through interaction, 

build upon shared experiences and collectively construct meaning around sample 

sales (Morgan, 2012). With a practical theoretical approach, the study can analyse 

how these meanings are enabled and influenced by the material and organisational 

structure of the practice described by participants. Analyzing these organisational 

and material structures, in relation to the meanings and competences described by 

participants, helps explain the conditions that make these understandings and 

consumer actions possible. Consumer culture theory is valuable in relation to 

these theoretical approaches and what they help explain, as they together help 

frame and apply the thesis findings as part of a broader cultural system of 

consumption. In this way, consumer culture theory acts as a kind of umbrella 

perspective to help understand the role which sample sales have in an evolving 

consumer culture and how they relate to broader sustainability discourses within 

the fashion market. 
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4. Methodology 

This chapter provides an explanation and motivation of methodology used to 

gather data for the aim of this study as well as the related research questions. This 

chapter will also discuss the ethical considerations and risk awareness of the 

methodology. 

4.1 Qualitative methodology  

For this study I have conducted a qualitative method for data collection. As 

mentioned, much of the previous data collection used in the research field of 

sustainable consumption and consumption behaviour has leaned towards more 

quantitative methods, such as surveys and questioners.  By using qualitative 

methods for data collection the researcher can often gain a deeper understanding 

of reasons and meanings of the actions or behaviour in question (Lim, 2024). As 

the aim of my thesis is to gain a deeper understanding of how consumers 

understand and interpret sample sales in relation to sustainable consumption, 

using a qualitative method for data collection is motivated. 

4.2 Focus groups as data collection method 

Following the aim of my thesis and research questions, I conducted focus groups 

as my qualitative data collection method. While there are many definitions of 

what a focus group is, it can be summarised as a group of individuals selected and 

assembled by a researcher to discuss and comment on a topic that is the subject of 

research (Gibbs, 1997). Although focus groups can be described as a type of 

group interview, they can also be described as a structured group discussion 

(Gibbs, 1997). Group interviews are primarily structured around the interaction 

between the researcher and the participants, while the focus groups are assembled 

with a greater emphasis on the interaction amongst the participants (Kitzinger, 

1995). The purpose of using the focus groups as a research method, is to create an 

environment where participants are able to share knowledge, experiences and 

perspectives as a way to gain a deeper collective understanding of a researched 

topic (Gibbs, 1997). While one-on-one interviews are useful for collecting 
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individual attitudes and experiences and may also be easier for the researcher to 

control, focus groups can elicit a valuable and insightful interaction between 

participants. By using focus groups the researcher can collect different views, 

experiences and reflections, and observe how participants build on or challenge 

each other's ideas, to collectively make sense of the topic in question (Gibbs, 

1997). As this study explores how consumers describe and understand sample 

sales as part of an evolving consumption culture, as well as how these meanings 

relate to sustainability and conditions for sustainable consumption, focus groups 

were deemed to be the most appropriate data collection method. 

4.2.1 Organisation of focus groups and sampling 

Focus groups are organised by the researcher with the aim of facilitating 

conversation among participants and to maximise the collection of meaningful 

and relevant data within the time available (Acocella, 2011). Finding participants 

who already know each other or share similar backgrounds, helps to create a 

familiar environment where participants tend to feel more comfortable expressing 

their thoughts and experiences regarding the topic of research (Acocella, 2011). 

When composing the focus groups, this study aimed to balance homogeneity and 

heterogeneity within the group dynamics, in order to create an environment where 

participants feel equal and comfortable sharing their opinions, while also allowing 

for diverse perspectives and some dynamism within the discussions (Acocella, 

2011). Most participants for these focus groups were gathered at a student nation 

here in Uppsala, as the possibility of reaching people who had previously attended 

sample sales was considered relatively high. A student nation can be described as 

a student house/organisation where students can have a coffee, study, attend 

formal student dinners or become part of nation choirs and orchestras (UU, 2025). 

Since the mid 1600s, Uppsala has had 13 student nations which were originally 

formed based on regions of Sweden that students came from, today the nations are 

open to all students and act as a core aspect of student life in Uppsala (UU, 2025). 

The selection of participants was based on purposive sampling combined with 

aspects of convenience sampling as participants were recruited through loose 

connections within the nation, however, eligibility for the study was restricted to 
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individuals who had previously attended sample sales (Obilor, 2025). As the 

recruitment took place within an established student community, some 

participants were already familiar with each other. This contributed to a more 

relaxed and discursive setting, which helped support an open discussion and 

reflection on the topic of sample sales in relation to sustainability and 

consumption. This sampling approach was deemed appropriate for this study as it 

ensured that all participants had attended sample sales previously while 

simultaneously enabling an in-depth explorative discussion of sample sales within 

the time frame of the study. As participants were recruited within a specific 

student context, the sample represents a relatively homogenous group of young 

consumers, however, this homogeneity was deemed suitable for the aim of this 

study as it still allowed for a focused analysis of participants' meaning-making 

and understanding of the sale phenomenon.  

 

Using focus groups as a research method needs careful planning and moderation 

as recruiting participants can pose a challenge as some may drop out and cancel at 

the last minute. Traditional focus groups are typically conducted with around 6-10 

participants for each group session, allowing for many perspectives to be lifted 

while still manageable for the moderator (Greenbaum, 2011). However, this study 

was conducted using mini groups, consisting of approximately 4-6 participants in 

each group, resulting in 20 participants in total. This study used mini groups as it 

was a practical way of creating more in depth discussions of the researched topic 

as each participant had more time and space to elaborate on their experiences and 

viewpoints (Greenbaum, 2011). As a moderator, I was able to facilitate a more 

detailed and reflective conversation with fewer participants in each group and 

could ensure that all participants were given time to lift their experiences and 

perspectives of sample sales.  

 

While all participants had prior experience of attending sample sales and an 

interest in fashion, it was unclear how often or when the last time participants had 

attended a sample sale was. Visual stimuli, such as images, are a way of 

facilitating reflection and evoke memories as well as encourage participants to 
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express associations and meanings related to the events depicted in the imagery 

(Anastas, 1994). As a way to support participants' recall and to help stimulate the 

discussion in focus groups, the study used visual stimuli in the form of images 

from previous sample sales as well as promotional advertisements to encourage 

reflections and memories from previous experiences at sample sales. The study 

also used visual stimuli in the form of images depicting mountains of discarded 

clothing as well as garment production factories in Bangladesh, to prompt 

participants to reflect on and discuss sustainability in relation to consumption, 

production and sample sales as a retail trend. By using both visual stimuli and 

open ended questions to guide the focus groups, this research aimed to create a 

more holistic understanding of participants perceptions. It should also be noted 

that throughout this study, participants and consumers are used synonymously as 

the participants of this study are also consumers of sample sales.   

4.2.2 Validity and reflexivity  

To ensure this study’s quality, considerations of validity are addressed in order to 

maintain trustworthiness and consistency of the research findings (Creswell, 

2014). Following Creswell (2014) several strategies are applied to strengthen the 

credibility of the study. All focus group interviews were conducted in Swedish, as 

this was the participants' native language. Conducting the interviews in their 

native language, allowed participants to express their views and understandings 

more accurately and in greater depth. This strengthens the validity of the research 

findings as it reduces the risk of misunderstandings in communication between 

me, the researcher, and the participants, as well as within the group. Throughout 

the research process, I consciously reflected on my role as researcher and any 

potential biases, in order to maintain awareness of them and manage them 

throughout the research process. As I had attended sample sales prior to this 

study, I also entered the research process with prior knowledge and experiences of 

these types of events. This meant I was familiar with the topic, which may have 

contributed to the facilitation of focus groups and understanding of the research 

context, however, it also required continuous reflection and reflexive awareness 

of my own experiences and assumptions throughout the analysis process. 
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Continuous discussions with the supervisor throughout the research process, 

functioned as a form of peer debriefing and allowed for a more critical reflection, 

supporting the validity of the data collection and analysis (Creswell, 2014). 

4.3 Ethics 

Throughout this research process, ethical considerations were addressed and 

maintained. As participants were asked to participate, they were informed that 

their involvement and participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw 

from the study at any time without providing a reason for their withdrawal. All 

participants were also informed in advance that the interviews would be recorded 

for research purposes. Prior to the start of each session, all participants were given 

an information sheet, explaining the purpose of the study and again informing that 

participation was voluntary and withdrawal is accepted at any time without an 

explanatory reason. The information sheet also informed participants that the 

interview would be recorded and transcribed for research purposes, they were also 

informed that all research material and information would be stored securely and 

deleted as soon as the thesis received a final grade. The information sheet also 

disclosed their rights under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The 

information sheet informed participants that no sensitive information was 

intentionally collected and that if participants were to share sensitive information 

during discussions, confidentiality would be maintained and that information 

would not be shared. Through the information sheet, participants were also 

informed, that all participatory information would be anonymous and 

pseudonymised. The information sheet was given to all participants at the start of 

the session and all participants were informed to keep the sheet if any questions or 

concerns were to be raised throughout the research process. Recorded oral consent 

was obtained from all participants before any discussion of the researched topic 

began. The oral consent was audio recorded and was then stored together with the 

research data as documentation of informed consent. The consent procedure and 

information was based on the SLU template for the processing of personal data in 

research (SLU, 2024). As moderator, it was my job to ensure that all participants 

felt comfortable throughout the focus group interview process (Klofstad, 2005). 
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Ahead of each interview, an overall wellness check was conducted to ensure 

participants felt comfortable doing the interview at that time. 

4.3.1 Data analysis 

The data collected for this research was analysed using thematic analysis, as using 

thematic analysis allows the researcher to identify underlying themes and patterns, 

it is especially useful for this type of exploratory research (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). The analysis followed the six-phase framework established by Braun & 

Clarke (2006). The first step that Braun & Clarke (2006) suggests involved 

familiarisation with the data collected, which entailed transcribing, reading and 

then re-reading all the focus group interviews. In this study, this process was 

further extended as all interviews were conducted in Swedish and subsequently 

translated into English for the purpose of this study. All interviews were 

transcribed word-for-word and throughout the analysis, the audio recordings were 

listened to several times as a way to ensure accuracy in the transcriptions and 

initial notes were written down. This transcribing process enabled me as a 

researcher a more in-depth understanding of participants' perspectives, which was 

helpful as I came to step two of Braun & Clarkes (2006) analysis framework. The 

second step involved generating initial codes from the collected data that related 

to the aim of the thesis. This process was done by systematically identifying and 

extracting relevant quotes and discussions from the transcripts, which were then 

organised in a separate document for further analysis. All quotes were given a 

short description, and as more quotes were collected, patterns and recurring 

subjects began to emerge and throughout this process the data collected started to 

become more clear and insightful. The third phase involved searching for themes, 

this meant organising the initial codes into potential themes. Quotes that reflected 

similar patterns or meanings were grouped together to form border thematic 

categories, making it easier to see correlations within the data. As part of the 

fourth step, Braun & Clarke (2006) suggest the creation of a thematic map to 

support the review of the initial codes and themes, which was also helpful when 

reaching the fifth step of the analysis which involved defining and naming 

themes. The map consists of three main themes which emerged during the coding 
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process. The themes that emerged were consumers' Meanings, where feelings of 

chaos, impulsivity, confusion and regret were recurring. The other theme that 

emerged was Sustainability which involved topics of overconsumption, textile 

waste and the view of sample sales as an intermediate step within continuous 

consumption and disposal. Another theme that emerged was Responsibility, 

where topics of companies versus consumers role in sample sales and the role of 

social media marketing emerged as recurring themes. The thematic map that 

helped structure the thesis findings can be found in the Results chapter. The sixth 

and final step in the framework outlined by Braun & Clarke (2006) involved the 

production of the actual report; the analysis of themes is further discussed in the 

sixth chapter of this thesis. 

4.4 Limitations  

During the initial planning phase of this study, the intention was to conduct 

interviews with consumers in direct connection to sample sales in Stockholm, in 

order to gather impressions and reflections closer to the actual event. However, 

sample sale events are typically communicated to the public with short notice, 

making it difficult to plan for recruitment and data collection in advance. 

Companies hosting these sale events are also not announced far ahead of time, 

which further complicated the possibility of contacting organisers to arrange for 

focus groups on site. Considering the unpredictability of these events, it would 

have been difficult to ensure that a sufficient number of participants could be 

recruited in direct connection to the sample sale events to generate enough useful 

qualitative empirical material needed for the aim of this study.  

 

During the initial planning phase of this study, I also became aware of groups on 

Facebook dedicated to sharing news and information regarding sample sales in 

Stockholm. At the time of this study, the group had approximately 20 000 

members. I contacted the group administrators about the possibility of sharing a 

post informing the group about the study and inviting members to participate in 

focus groups discussing sample sales in relation to sustainability. However, the 

administrators informed me that only posts specifically related to news and 



34 

 

information of upcoming sample sales were permitted. Conducting the focus 

groups within a student nation instead, meant the study had a more structured and 

reliable recruitment process while still ensuring participants met the participatory 

requirement of experience of sample sales which created a qualitative discursive 

environment addressing the aims of this study.   

 

Sample sales are a global phenomenon and retail trend, with events held 

worldwide in varying formats and magnitudes. However, this study is 

contextually limited to the Swedish fashion and environmental communication 

landscape, as the empirical material is based solely on focus groups conducted in 

Sweden. While findings from this study are within this specific context, the 

theoretical framework and methodological approach could still be used for 

research beyond the Swedish setting.     
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5. Results 

In this results section, I will present citations and excerpts from discussions 

among participants, gathered from the focus group interviews as to illustrate the 

findings from this study in relation to the aim of this research as well as the 

research questions. The thematic patterns that emerged from the theory and data 

analysis were: Meanings, Sustainability and Responsibility, which are further 

presented below. 

5.1 Meanings 

One theme discussed related to the meanings consumers ascribed to sample sales. 

The meanings were mainly characterised by recurring descriptions of chaos, 

urgency, impulsivity and post-purchase regret. Almost all participants consistently 

described sample sales as intense and chaotic consumption environments, 

characterised by crowding, sensory overload and competition. One participant 

gave a summarised description, very similar to the other focus groups 

descriptions, depicting the events as “large and quite chaotic sales events, with 

long queues and a lot of people”. In another group the participants spoke about 

participating in long queues to events, describing a highly competitive behaviour 

among attendees, comparable to seagulls. As one participant explained “With 

these long queues that form, it's almost like people become similar to seagulls in a 

way. /…/ When people pass by and see this, it may make more people feel that 

they also have to join the queue to see what is available inside”. Illustrating how 

the social significance and part of the appeal to engage with this sales 

phenomenon can be associated with the visibility of long queues to attract further 

participation from more people. There was a shared understanding among all 

participants that the sample sales gave them an opportunity to buy branded 

clothing at a lower price, explaining that this was one of the main motives for 

attendance, as one participant explained, “It can be exciting also, you never know 

what you might find. I have often bought branded clothes for a lot cheaper at 

these events, and they're almost always held in these big warehouse spaces”. The 

quote further illustrates how sample sales are described as exciting, opportunity-
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based consumption spaces where branded goods are made accessible through 

highly discounted and unpredictable shopping experiences, where participants 

position sample sales as an event-exclusive way to purchase these items. 

Participants often framed this in terms of a fear of missing out, where the sample 

sales were described as a rare opportunity that should be acted upon. The quote 

also mentions another unique aspect of the organisational construction of sample 

sales being conducted in larger open warehouses, which a majority of participants 

spoke of when describing the area of the event. Participants described how the 

event can be challenging and demand high engagement from attendees, as one 

participant describes the environment of the space as a place where consumers, 

“... have to be prepared to roll up your sleeves, dig through things and change in 

a corner or on top of the clothes you're already wearing, since there are often no 

fitting rooms”. The quote illustrates the way sample sales differ from when 

regular stores or outlet stores hold sales, consumers do not have the same 

opportunities to try on clothes and many express feeling stressed to find “...the 

good stuff before anyone else…”. A similar pattern among focus groups were 

participants' descriptions of an environment of stress and competition where the 

time to evaluate whether they actually want the clothes did not feel available in 

the same way as in a regular store. The consumption conditions curated from the 

construction of sample sales can be further illustrated through a discussion held 

among participants from one of the focus groups: 

 

Speaker 5: “I think the reason people buy things they don't end up using isn't 

because things are cheap and you feel like you have take the opportunity, it's also 

about how sample sales are designed. Since there often are no changing rooms or 

they are very limited, it's very difficult to try things on and you usually can't 

return items, even though I understand it's hard to offer returns when the sale 

only lasts two days. It's not designed to be an enjoyable experience by the 

companies holding these events, I believe.” 

Speaker 3: “Exactly, it's crowded and things are everywhere and nowhere, and 

trying on clothes feels impossible and people are hoarding items.” 

Speaker 1: “Yes I've seen that (hoarding) so many times.” 
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Speaker 3: “Yes, the last time I went to a sample sale, I left with a moving box full 

of items, but I think I only use two of those items today.” 

 

This discussion illustrates how participants experience these events as 

intentionally chaotic through the design of them, where competition can lead to 

consumers demonstrating a hoarding behaviour to hold onto items which 

ultimately can result in impulsive and hasty decision making. Which can be 

further illustrated as one participant explained, “One time I was at a sample where 

the environment was so chaotic and rushed, that I accidentally bought two of the 

same shirt.”  

 

During the focus group interviews, imagery from previous sample sales held in 

Stockholm were laid out on the table. One participant reacted strongly to these 

photos, expressing that feelings of internal stress, similar to PTSD emerged when 

looking at the photos. The participant associated the event with navigating 

through crowds and an extreme stress of trying to find the right things before 

others did and expressed that the process could be mentally stressful from all the 

different impressions gathered throughout the event. The participant also 

expressed, “The pace of everything is so fast that you almost feel a bit disgusted 

with yourself, both while being there and also on the way home with items in the 

bag. I always feel completely emotionally drained after a sample sale”. Another 

participant also recalled how “people were like animals, tearing open boxes and 

looking for their size”, these associations and experiences further showcase how 

the understanding of sample sales differ from ordinary retail settings and are 

characterised by a sense of urgency and competition, leaving consumers 

emotionally exhausted from attending. Participants from other focus groups had 

similar experiences, as one described feeling less enthusiasm and satisfaction 

from recent events and purchases and how the stress from the event accumulated 

within the bag, which was left untouched for days after the event until items 

eventually were brought out to be used. Illustrating the meaning and impact which 

the environment of the sample sale can have on the consumer, even as they come 

home from the event.  
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Participants also reflected on how sample sales were discursively framed and 

understood, particularly in relation to branding and value of the event. Among 

participants, there is a shared understanding that the limited time frame of the 

event adds to the unpredictability of the event, which adds a layer of excitement, 

as participants link this to wanting to attend the event. When discussing this, one 

participant expressed the shared view among the group as, “the feeling of missing 

out, combined with something that is not normally available, suddenly being 

accessible for a very limited time frame - then you feel like you have to take that 

opportunity”. This illustrates the meaning which participants assign to the limited 

time frame of these events as it creates a sense of urgency among attendees and a 

pressure to act on the time-limited opportunity presented to them. In contrast to 

other in-store experiences, participants talked about how “in regular stores, I feel 

more calm as I can walk around in peace and quiet and feel I have the time to 

consider the different ways I can make use of an item and then determine whether 

it's worth the purchase, you don't have that time at sample sales”. This quote 

further illustrates the effect the time-limitation and surrounding environment of 

sample sales has on consumers in contrast to more ordinary retail environments, 

suggesting that the sample sale shopping environment can actively influence 

consumers decision-making process. A majority of participants also described 

seeing companies' promotional advertisements of the event and then building a 

hype around the sample sales events on social media. Participants describe an 

excitement surrounding the events, explaining that the uncertainty of what the sale 

could offer, is also part of the allure. Another shared interpretation that emerged 

among participants was that there had been a shift in the way sample sales were 

understood from their original purpose. While historically associated with selling 

sample items and test products, participants noted that sample sales today often 

function as larger clearance sale consisting of past collections sold at reduced 

prices. This illustrates that participants noted a disconnection from the label of 

sample sales and the actual practice, however the label was still seen as 

strategically important. As one participant expressed, the term allows particularly 

high-end brands to “hide behind” the label, as it framed the event as more 



39 

 

exclusive and avoided associations with outlets and ordinary discount retail, 

suggesting a symbolic distinction to the concept of sample sales and the meaning 

which participants assign to the label.   

5.2 Sustainability and sustainable consumption 

The second theme related to the sustainability dimensions of the sample sale 

phenomenon as well participants broader reflections on sample sales in relation to 

sustainable consumption. The sustainability dimensions discussed were mainly 

characterised by topics related to the consequences of overproduction, optimism 

met with scepticism and framing of sample sales.  

 

A majority of participants had a shared understanding that sample sales in their 

original format of selling sample items at a discounted price instead of these going 

to waste, represented a more sustainable alternative. Similar to the discussion 

point made clear under the theme of Meanings, participants also explained that 

shifts in how sample sales are organised today made them less credible from a 

sustainability point of view. Many participants explained that, in recent sample 

sales they had attended, they often encountered larger quantities of the same 

clothing item available and in multiple sizes. In relation to this, one participant 

explained, “It does not feel sustainable anymore, it rather shows an 

overproduction of clothing and samples and makes you question how many 

samples they actually need?”. This illustrates that the shift which participants are 

experiencing in sample sales today, are contradictory to the idea of sample sales 

as a way to sell test products and excess items, resulting in a confusion from 

consumers regarding the sustainability aspects of organising a sample sale and 

more as a practice that reflects a system of overproduction. Some participants 

argued that sample sales were sustainable, as seen in a discussion among 

participants below,  

Speaker 4: “I believe sample sales as a concept is very good, for the market 

economy but especially for the environment. It's better for the consumer to get a 

cheaper item and the environment doesn't have to suffer a larger landfill.”  
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Speaker 3: “I think that all has to do with the scale at which you're producing 

though, if companies have it as a sale strategy to intentionally overproduce and 

then sell items for cheaper at a sample sale that also results in the company 

receiving exposure and hype, then that's not sustainable.” This exchange 

illustrates the tension in some of the participants' perspectives, where sample sales 

in one way are understood as a way of reducing waste and strengthening the 

market economy and in another perceived as part of a broader strategy of 

reinforcing overconsumption. Participants explain an understanding of companies 

need to produce samples in order to test the products and that otherwise the risk 

could be that 30 000 items could be produced with a faulty zipper, the question of 

sustainability aspects arise when participants see so many of the same units. The 

discussion also mentions another aspect which participants reflected upon 

regarding sustainability in relation to sample sales, which is the role of social 

media and the framing of the event. Many participants encountered 

advertisements for sample sales on social media, where they are framed as “Here 

today, gone tomorrow” or “This is your last chance to buy, gone tomorrow”, 

illustrating the time sensitivity and urgency for consumers to buy products. 

Participants describe going to sample sales, not necessarily looking for any 

specific items but instead with the intention to look around, which was shifted 

after seeing these types of advertisements. One participant explained, “Sample 

sales create this kind of false justification that by buying the product, I'm 

preventing it from sitting in a storage unused or from being thrown away to a 

landfill, so from a sustainability point of view, it feels better that I buy it.” 

Another participant responded to this saying, “It feels like if I don't buy this, it will 

be thrown away. It becomes a situation where you feel like you're saving the item 

and doing something good for the environment”. This discussion illustrates how 

the framing of sample sales can contribute to a perception among participants that 

purchasing at sample sales can be seen as a form of “saving” clothing or products 

that would otherwise have gone to waste or ended up in landfill. This illustrates 

how consumption in this sense, can be reinterpreted as a responsible or 

sustainable act, as participants feel they are actively preventing an item from 

ending up in a landfill by consuming it.  
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Building on this, many participants express seeing advertisements for sample 

sales more often today, as one participant explained, “Almost every bigger fashion 

company today holds sample sales, many with a very outspoken sustainability 

focus and with sustainability as a core value. I get that as well, it's much better 

that the clothes end up in someone's wardrobe than a landfill”. This illustrates 

how sample sales are being normalised as an environmentally responsible practice 

as they more regularly being adopted and promoted by brands with a stronger 

outspoken sustainability focus. However, some participants remained sceptical of 

this framing, saying “But the risk is that the wardrobe just becomes an 

intermediate step for the clothes ending up in such a landfill. /…/ shows an 

immense overproduction and miscalculation of the market demand, which ends up 

impacting the environment and climate change”. Illustrating that participants also 

question whether sample sales actually prevent waste in the long term and how 

consuming the products can also be regarded as an intermediate step before the 

clothing eventually ends up in a landfill. The quote also shows that participants 

actively question the reason brands organise sample sales, pointing to the 

underlying issue of overproduction and its consequences for the environment. One 

participant explained, “I have no idea what happens to the clothes that are left 

over from a sample sale, I doubt that they donate it as they want to make a profit 

from their produced clothing. I know that if I don't use the item, I'll give it to a 

second hand”. Which was followed by another participant, “I would have more 

reliability to the sustainability of sample sales if I knew that all leftover clothing 

were donated to a secondhand or organised in collaboration with a secondhand”. 

Illustrating that the participants don't trust that the brands organising these sales 

will take adequate care of any leftover clothing. Further illustrating that 

participants associate sustainability concerns to the afterlife of the clothing as well 

as within the purchasing decisions. Participants also questioned the relation 

between sustainability and market logic, where from a sustainability perspective 

the long term environmental consequences of emissions released due to 

overproduction were discussed, both in relation to climate change but also as an 

impact on the workers and people from countries producing clothing. In contrast, 
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market logic and companies were discussed as prioritising short-term economic 

gain, with sample sales as a way to manage excess stock while still generating 

profit, illustrating sample sales as an opportunistic practice. 

5.3 Responsibility 

Another theme related to the role of responsibility in relation to sustainability of 

sample sales and sustainable consumption in broader terms. Discussions were 

characterised by topics related to justifications to attend the event, the 

responsibility of companies and the fashion markets.  

 

Many participants agreed that sustainable consumption was characterised by 

mindful and selective consumption, however, the way which participants describe 

their consumption choices, differ in regard to purchasing items at sample sales. As 

two participants expressed, Speaker 6: “I'm not an angel when it comes to 

sustainability, and as a student you have very little money, so it's very tempting to 

keep going to sample sales, even when they are chaotic.” 

Speaker 2: “It's hard when a very expensive brand has a sample sale with 70% off 

and I know that I would never have been able to spend that kind of money on 

these clothes at full price, making it tempting to go and queue”. This discussion 

illustrates how sample sales can be understood as a way for students, with a 

limited student budget, to access clothing and products that would otherwise be 

unattainable. While participants are aware of their responsibility to consume 

sustainably, this is often set aside in favour of affordability and the appeal of 

lower prices, illustrating how economic constraints can affect consumption 

actions both before, during and after a sample sale and be motivating enough to 

deal with the chaos surrounding the event. In relation to this, another participant 

also expressed that they did not always have time to think of the sustainability 

aspect of further consumption during sample sales and were more focused on 

getting the best deal for their money, saying,  “you almost become a bit selfish, 

like now I just want to find something cheap”. While expressing a sense of guilt 

for consumption, the emotional reward of finding a good deal, legitimises 

participation and allows consumers to temporarily put the apparent awareness and 
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responsibility of consuming sustainably to the side. Another participant also 

expressed that doing this interview had made them come to the realisation that, 

when it came to buying food, they were more willing to spend the extra money to 

make sure the produce was organic and locally sourced, but did not understand 

why they did not have the same mindset when buying clothing. Further 

demonstrating how participants actively reflect on their responsibility in relation 

to their sustainability concerns and how it can be perceived and motivated 

unevenly across different consumption contexts.  

 

When discussing the responsibility of companies in regard to organising sample 

sales, many participants related this to a discussion regarding the conditions of the 

people producing the clothing and questions of the value of the products based on 

the considerable shift in price. Participants questioned what their consumption at 

sample sales contributed to by reflecting on the reasoning for companies to have 

40 identical samples to sell at 70% off, one participant expressed, “It feels 

unreasonable and makes me question why prices were so high to begin with, what 

is the actual value of them? As a consumer it makes me feel confused and almost 

fooled”. This illustrates how participants actively questioned both their own role 

and the company's responsibility and the moral concern within the moment of 

further consumption. However, in regard to brands' responsibility and role within 

organising sample sales, some participants also expressed that companies should 

not be fully held responsible for the production practices behind these events. As 

one participant explained, “Sample sales are a kind of market adaptation to cope 

with consumer demand”. Similarly another participant argued that today's fashion 

brands operate in a highly competitive market and need to produce to meet 

consumer demand and maintain consumers interest through new collections. This 

perspective illustrates that participants do not place full responsibility on 

companies, but suggest it could also be shared by consumers. Illustrating that 

sample sales could also be seen as a response to current market conditions, 

showing how production practices are influenced and reactive to competition 

from the fashion market as well as meeting consumer demand. However, not all 

participants agreed with this perspective, explaining, “I don't believe you can call 
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yourself an environmental advocate if you shop at sample sales, because it still 

supports companies overproduction. By buying these discounted items, you allow 

companies to keep producing more than necessary, since they know they can sell 

the excess later. This lets them maintain their "sustainable" and “circular” image 

by selling off the surplus products instead of only producing the samples actually 

needed to test their products”. This illustrates participants' understanding of 

sample sales as part of a broader system of overproduction, suggesting 

environmental responsibility is more than purchasing behaviour, and can also be 

part of how companies manage surplus stock while presenting a sustainable 

image. 

 

The figure below depicts the thematic map used to structure research findings 

from this study. 

 

 

Figure 1: Thematic map of sample sales, illustration by author 
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6. Discussion  

This chapter further analyses and discusses the thesis findings in relation to 

previous literature as well as the theoretical framework of Consumer Culture 

Theory, Symbolic Interactionism and Practice Theory. The discussion is 

structured around the thesis research questions, which are guided by the overall 

aim of this study.  

6.1 How do consumers make sense of sample sales 

as a form of consumption and social practice? 

The findings from this research suggest that participants understand sample sales 

differently than ordinary retail spaces and sales, instead they describe 

environments of excitement and opportunity but simultaneously chaos, crowding 

and competition. Participants of this study also described an attendee behaviour 

similar to seagulls by the way people gathered at the sale events, showing how 

meanings are constructed through observing the way others at the event behave. 

As participants observe the crowd and engage in queuing practices, social and 

behavioural cues emerge which influence how consumers understand and 

navigate within the sample sale environment. Participants describe attending 

sample sales in larger open warehouses where there are often no changing rooms 

available or only a limited few, meaning that participants did not have the same 

opportunities to try on clothes or had to try on items on top of the clothing they 

were already wearing. Many participants also described a concern regarding the 

return policy of sample sales, as they discuss its impracticality and how it might 

encourage more impulsive purchasing behaviour. Participants consistently 

described the events as an opportunity to purchase more high end brands at more 

affordable prices, which contributed to a sense of excitement of what would be 

available, but also contributed to a competitiveness among consumers. The 

perceived limited availability of items and the awareness of the other attendees 

roaming shelves, searching for “the best” clothing, created a competitive 
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atmosphere where participants felt a need to act quick and hold onto the items 

they found.  

 

As stated by Carter & Fuller (2015) in relation to the theoretical perspective of 

symbolic interactionism, meanings are created through social interaction amongst 

individuals. The research findings from this study illustrate how the meanings 

attached to sample sales emerged as participants actively discussed the event 

together and found similarities as well as differences in their experiences at the 

events. These findings reveal the role which the social environment of the event 

has in shaping participants' understanding of their experiences at sample sales as a 

consumption practice. Further drawing on theoretical discussions from Carter & 

Fuller (2015), these thesis findings reveal how participants create meaning of 

sample sales through the understanding of the social cues and surrounding 

environment and how these interactions also influence their sense of self. The 

presence of larger crowds of people, queues and observations of competitive 

behaviour, contribute to a shared understanding among participants of sample 

sales as a chaotic and stressed retail environment. As a result of the overwhelming 

consumption environment, participants describe feelings of disgust and emotional 

exhaustion after attending the event, where just an image from an event also could 

trigger strong active feelings of emotional stress. Reflecting how Carter & Fuller 

(2015) discuss how shared meanings are created, participants express shared 

meanings of urgency, impulsivity and experiencing “FOMO” (Fear of missing 

out) as constructed through the situational cues and the social setting of crowds, 

time-limited offers and competition and how these in turn influence how 

participants understand and respond to sample sales.  

 

Building on theoretical findings from Beatson et al., (2020) and Halkier et al., 

(2011), participants' descriptions are further nuanced by exploring how the 

material features of sample sales are part of constructing participants' meanings. 

Where material features such as the larger warehouse settings, lack of changing 

rooms, limited time to access the clothing and a no returns policy, structure the 

way participants move through and experience the event. Participants describe 
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seeing long queues and hoarding behaviour at these events, which are also part of 

the material and social arrangement of sample sales which structure how people 

behave within the event. By observing how other attendees act, lead participants 

to adopt similar behaviours as they take part in queuing, hoarding and impulsive 

purchasing, thereby reproducing these practices within the sample sale. As a result 

of this, the meaning of sample sales as chaotic, competitive and unpredictable is 

both socially and materially reproduced through the design of the consumption 

space.  

 

The meanings and practices that participants associate with sample sales help 

illustrate the cultural aspects of the consumer culture surrounding these events, as 

well how these relate to broader cultural narratives of value and consumption. By 

organising sample sales, brands create marketplace meanings of supposed scarcity 

and urgency with a sense of exclusivity, to drive continuous consumption. 

Building on theoretical discussions of consumer culture from Arnould & 

Thomson (2005) and Das & Albinsson (2023), participants' meanings and 

practices within sample sales, illustrate how consumption is also a socially 

embedded culture, where visibility of larger crowds and queues as well as social 

media spread, create a sense of demand and desire to come and see what the event 

is about. This ultimately reinforces a competitive behaviour among attendees and 

further reinforces the cultural meaning of sample sales as a highly demanded 

event. Within this framework, the warehouse setting and the temporary nature of 

these events, adds a layer of excitement and opportunity which depicts a broader 

cultural aspect surrounding the act of consumption, which further differentiates 

them from ordinary retail environments. In this context, the meaning of sample 

sales can be understood as part of a broader consumer culture, where the value of 

obtaining products under these unique and competitive conditions can be seen as 

more of an achievement, resulting in further consumption to be perceived as 

emotionally rewarding.    

 

Previous research from Byon & Strenqvist (2008; 2012), found that the way 

retailers create conditions of perceived limited availability and scarcity, signals to 
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consumers to consume rapidly which engages consumers to exhibit “in-store 

hoarding behaviour”, driven by a fear of missing out the product, resulting in 

impulsive consumption decisions. This can be further understood in the context of 

sample sales, where similar conditions of perceived scarcity and urgency to 

consume, contributed to consumers engaging in comparable hoarding behaviours 

and impulsive purchasing. Byon & Strenqvist (2008; 2012) also expressed the 

need for research of consumers emotions post-purchasing, similar to the findings 

from Hakim & Salman Farid (2025), participants of this study also experience 

feelings of anxiety and post-purchase regret. However, findings from this study 

reveal a nuanced layer to previous findings as participants reveal that the social 

and material arrangements create a sense of high-demand and scarcity, resulting 

in an unpredictability that many participants find exciting, but lead them to 

experience negative feelings of disgust and regret when they come home. 

Findings from this study reveal how consumers' reflections shift and a tension, 

where behaviour shaped by the situation and arrangements of sample sales, 

directly conflict with participants values and self-perceptions, hence resulting in 

these conflicting feelings of disgust and regret. 

6.2 How is the meaning of sustainability and 

consumption constructed within the consumption 

context of sample sales? 

Findings from this study indicate that sustainability is a central but versatile part 

in how consumers make sense of sample sales. Participants position sample sales 

within a challenged moral field where environmental implications of the practice 

are continuously evaluated, questioned and reinterpreted, rather than understood 

as an inherently sustainable or unsustainable retail environment. Participants 

express an optimism regarding sustainability aspects of the event by framing it as 

an opportunity to “save” an item from being thrown out as textile waste and view 

sample sales as an environmentally responsible way for brands to manage surplus 

stock and extend the life of the garments instead of discarding them. Through 

discussion, participants reach a shared understanding that brands need to produce 
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sample items to prevent producing faulty items that would end up being thrown 

out as textile waste. Participants also shared the understanding that for the event 

to be sustainable, only the necessary number of samples needed should be 

produced and then sold at the event to manage textile waste. The scepticism of 

sustainability aspects of the event revolved around the large quantities of identical 

sample items as well as prior collection pieces displayed at the events, which 

instead lead many participants to a mutual concern of brands overproduction. This 

was interpreted as unsustainable among participants as it signalled a systematic 

overproduction rather than management of surplus items, challenging the idea of 

sample sales as waste-management practice as part of some brands sustainability 

strategies and broader sustainability profiles.  

 

Discussing the thesis research findings in relation to theoretical discussions from 

Carter & Fuller (2015), further helps to explain how these moral positions are 

formed and adjusted though participants' social interpretations. When discussing 

sustainability in relation to sample sales, participants describe observing many 

outspoken sustainability-oriented brands organising sample sales. The visibility of 

these types of brands organising these events contributes to a normalisation and 

kind of acceptance of these events as an environmentally responsible practice. 

However, as consumers are situated within the consumption environment and 

witness the chaotic nature of them and the large quantities of sample items as well 

past collection pieces, participants describe a shift in the interpretation of 

sustainability related to the practice. This leaves the consumers feeling confused 

and sometimes regretful of their attendance at the event. 

 

Drawing on theoretical discussions from Warde (2005) and Beatson et al., (2020), 

these findings can be further theorised. The material and social arrangements of 

the events, with features such as perceived scarcity, time pressure and crowded 

environments along with stricter return policies and lack of changing rooms, 

structure how participants act in the moment. Many participants agree that 

sustainable consumption entails mindful and selective consumption, however, 

through discussions participants become aware of how many of these material 
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arrangements also encourage behaviour of impulsive purchasing decisions that 

some later regret and instead describe clothes that remain hanging in their closets 

with tags still on until eventually also becoming textile waste. In this sense, prior 

sustainability associations to the events and participants' own sustainability ideals 

are challenged as many ideal sustainability behaviour is not reflected in practice 

as the material and social arrangements change from ordinary retail settings. 

 

Expanding on findings from Arnould & Thompson (2005) research findings from 

this study demonstrate how sustainability is part of broader cultural narratives of 

consumption where value, behaviour and ethical considerations are constantly 

built upon and reinterpreted and challenged by consumers as they adapt to new 

consumption trends and developments. Participants' discussions reveal that 

sustainability associations in relation to sample sales are not automatically 

accepted, but can also be challenged by their material arrangements, further 

challenged in relation to perceived corporate motives related to generating profit 

through an apparent systematic overproduction. At the same time, participants 

also frame the events as environmentally responsible for managing surplus 

clothing stock and extending product lifecycles as a way to manage textile waste. 

This illustrates how sustainability meanings can be both culturally flexible but 

also show how these different meanings can coexist within the same practice.  

 

Previous research within the field of sustainable consumption, reveal that 

producing larger quantities of clothing as a way to ensure meeting consumer 

demand can be a strategic choice for brands to ensure not running out of stock, 

similarly how producing in bulk can also be a cheaper alternative that fewer items 

(Okafor, 2025; Zhang et al., 2025). These research findings reveal that consumers 

can understand these practices as unsustainable forms of clothing production and 

lowers the legitimacy of outspoken sustainability brands as they organise sample 

sales, showcasing an apparent problematic overproduction and miscalculation of 

market demand. Bringing consumers to relate brands organising sample sales as 

contributing to a normalisation of unsustainable production practices. 
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6.3 As a new component of contemporary consumer 

culture, what does the social practice of ‘sample 

sales’ say about the conditions for sustainable 

consumption? 

 

The thesis findings reveal a tension between sustainability awareness and 

concerns and continued engagement in attending and consuming at sample sales. 

Through participants' discussions there are patterns suggesting participants 

struggle with competing interests and behaviours to motivate further 

consumption. While they describe sustainable consumption as mindful and 

selective consumption, they simultaneously describe leaving sample sales with 

moving boxes full of new clothing items. Much of the clothing ends up not being 

used and is left hanging in their closets, still with the tags on, resulting in 

participants feeling guilty and shame over their consumption choices. Throughout 

their discussions, participants express an awareness and concern regarding the 

environmental and ethical consequences of overproduction, yet describe how 

financial constraints and rare affordability for otherwise financially unattainable 

products suddenly being available for a limited time, became a large motive for 

continued participation in sample sales. This conflicting behaviour, illustrates an 

attitude-behaviour gap in sustainable consumption among the study's participants. 

 

Applying both a practical theoretical and symbolic interactionist perspective to 

these thesis findings, participants' behavioural gap in sustainable consumption can 

be further explored through the process of responsibilisation. Responsibilisation 

was discussed in the literature background in relation to the concept of green 

governmentality (Sonneryd & Uggla, 2015), examining how environmental 

responsibility is increasingly transferred onto individual consumers instead of the 

structural actors, such as the brands or the companies organising the events. 

Participants describe promotional messages at sample sales, with slogans such as 

“Here Today, Gone Tomorrow” or “This is your last chance to buy, gone 

tomorrow” which contributed to a feeling of urgency while simultaneously 
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framing consumption as a form of personal responsibility to actively prevent 

garments from being thrown out. Building on findings from Sonneryd & Uggla, 

this process can be understood as a form of responsibilisation, as responsibility for 

reducing waste is shifted from producers to consumers, positioning individual 

purchasing decisions as part of a solution to hinder textile waste. Participants also 

revealed a reflexive awareness of an inconsistency in sustainable consumption in 

regard to food consumption, as they expressed a willingness to spend more money 

ensuring the food they purchased was locally sourced and organic, they 

simultaneously expressed a difficulty applying the same logic to clothing 

consumption. Also expanding on findings from Wörösch & Köteles (2025), this 

reveals how understandings of what constitutes responsible and sustainable 

consumption can fluctuate and be negotiated differently across different fields. 

The reflexive awareness of this inconsistency also suggests that much of the 

understanding of sustainability in consumption is guided by situational 

interpretations. In the context of sample sales, participants describe being 

surrounded by large crowds, limited access to changing rooms and a no returns 

policy. Similar to theoretical findings from Sonneryd & Uggla (2015), these 

infrastructural and social arrangements can shape a consumption environment 

based on fast-paced and impulsive decision making. Within this context, 

consumers' capacity to actively consider sustainability conditions are reduced, as 

the conditions created by the practice tend to prioritise speed and opportunity. At 

the same time, through promotional messaging at the event, prompt consumers to 

make a “responsible” choice and consume items so they don't go to waste, 

participants could also motivate their actions as sustainable purchasing. From a 

symbolic interactionist theoretical perspective, this also illustrates how the 

meaning of what constitutes responsible and sustainable consumption are 

situationally structured and that these meanings can shift over time. Once 

participants leave the sample sale environment, the urgency and the moral 

framing lose their influence as participants reflect back on their purchases and 

their behaviour within the consumption environment. This, as the thesis findings 

show, often results in feelings of disgust and guilt as participants' initial framing 
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of selective and mindful consumption as a justification of sustainable 

consumption, does not align with their behaviour and actions within the event. 

 

Supporting theoretical discussions from Arnould & Thompson (2005), these 

findings reflect a broader consumer culture where individuals are expected to 

regulate their own consumption, despite operating and actively trying to navigate 

within market environments that encourage further consumption. As a result of 

this, consumers are positioned in contradictory role where they expect themselves 

to manage their sustainably through their consumption practices while 

simultaneously navigating in an environment that lacks the structural capacity for 

them to meet these expectations. This results in feelings of post-purchase regret 

and discomfort, however, as the participants are also students with a stricter 

budget, they are also guided by the motivation of accessing branded goods at a 

lower price point, which sample sales in a unique way, present such a possibility. 

This way, sample sales' strong emphasis on discounted branded goods, for 

consumers to purchase now or risking they'll become textile waste, reflects a 

culturally embedded logic of getting a “good deal”, where purchasing at such a 

reduced price is constructed as both economically rational and symbolically 

rewarding. 

 

The results from this study provide further nuances to the findings from previous 

literature discussed in the literature background. As suggested in earlier research 

from Byon & Sternqvist (2008; 2012) and Hakim & Salman Farid (2025), the 

consumer culture created by time-limited sales has been found to encourage a 

sense of urgency to consume and can create a competitiveness among consumers 

to find the best items before they go out of stock. By viewing results from this 

study, similar patterns are revealed. Contributing to research from Peleg Mizarchi 

& Sharon (2025), who found that consuming second hand can reproduce fast 

fashion behaviour, this study suggests that sample sale consumers may also 

reproduce similar patterns of consumption through impulsive buying and 

normalisation of excessive consumption within time-limited retail environments. 

Illustrating how sample sales are not necessarily practiced as sustainable forms of 
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shopping, but may instead reinforce existing consumption norms and market 

logics associated with fast-paced consumer culture. When discussing sample 

sales, participants describe a consumer culture characterised by urgency and 

competitiveness, expressed through behaviours such as impulsive consumption 

and taking part in long queues to enter into the consumption space even though 

they are unsure of what will be displayed. Similar to findings by Hakim & Salman 

Farid (2025), consumers describe a feeling of FOMO and explain that the sample 

sale is an exciting opportunity to find affordable branded items, particularly for 

students with a limited budget, further illustrating how economic constraints and 

promotional environments influence consumption practices. The Swedish study 

by Peterssen & Brink (2022) found that consumers impulse buying are not 

necessarily influenced by online limited-time promotion, as they believed another 

discount would occur soon again. While participants in this study, instead suggest 

that consumer behaviour and willingness to consume further is strongly 

influenced by limited-time promotion in an in-person retail environment. Through 

analysing the findings through a process of problematisation, the study also 

reveals that the framing of promotional messages can have a significant role in 

shaping how consumers interpret and justify their consumption as 

environmentally responsible by “saving” an item from being discarded as textile 

waste. 
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7. Final conclusions and future research  

The research field of environmental communication has previously studied 

different roles of consumption and its relation to sustainability, this study has 

delved deeper into how consumers experience and make sense of sample sales as 

a new feature in consumer culture and how these understandings relate to and are 

negotiated in relation to sustainability. Through participants' discussions, this 

study revealed that the retail environments of sample sales are perceived as 

intense and fast-paced consumption spaces that consumers characterise by 

urgency, competitiveness and impulsivity, illustrating their difference to ordinary 

retail environments. Research findings from this study suggest that for 

participants, sample sales simultaneously represent a rare opportunity and place to 

purchase otherwise unaffordable items within a limited time frame, which is also 

part of the allure and excitement of the event, where not attending the event can 

result in feelings of missing out and exclusion. This study revealed that tensions 

between sustainability and consumption are reproduced through the interaction 

between infrastructural conditions and moral expectations. Through queues, time-

limitation, spatial arrangements such as limited changing rooms and large crowds 

and a strict return policy along with promotional framing, the organisation of 

sample sales creates conditions that prioritise impulsive and rapid consumption 

that actively limits consumers capacity for reflective decision-making. At the 

same time, participants of the study explain that within the sample sales 

consumption environment, the responsibility for acting sustainably is largely 

placed on the individual consumer, through promotional framing that suggest the 

item will be discarded if not consumed in the time of the sale, reflecting a broader 

process of responsibilisation. This leaves the consumers feeling confused as they 

explain how they don't want the items to be discarded and feel responsible for 

taking care of the item and “saving” it from ultimately becoming textile waste. 

This leaves consumers in a contradictory position as they have expectations on 

themselves to make ethical and sustainable choices, while operating in an 

consumption environment that structurally discourages sustainable behaviour. By 
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delving deeper into the exploration of experiences and understandings of sample 

sales, the study has found that this new feature of consumption culture offers a 

paradoxical shopping experience, where consumers navigate between 

expectations and excitement, alongside feelings of confusion and discomfort 

surrounding impulsive and unreflective consumption. This suggests that sample 

sales is a place within an evolving consumer culture where sustainability concerns 

can coincide with consumption practices driven by urgency, time-limitation and 

sudden affordability. This study shows how sustainability within consumer 

culture is continuously negotiated and reevaluated as new consumption trends and 

practices continue to emerge. As a new feature within consumer culture, sample 

sales as an emerging social practice reveals how consumers' feelings and 

emotional associations extend beyond the clothing itself and also becomes 

connected with the social and material environment of the event.  

 

Future research could delve deeper into today's evolving consumer culture by 

researching other developing retail practices and trends and explore how 

consumers make sense of and experience these environments. To gain a deeper 

understanding of sustainable consumption, it would also be valuable for future 

studies to explore how retailers and fashion companies discuss sustainability 

concerns in relation to evolving consumption trends and how they position these 

practices in connection with sustainable and responsible consumption 

sustainability. 
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In preparation for writing this thesis I read through the ECM AI guideline and 

have followed it carefully throughout the research process. When writing this 

thesis I have used AI to help understand some literary material. Prior to using AI 

for any literature clarification, I had read through all materials and had a basic 

understanding of what the literature was meaning to say, however, some of the 

theoretical texts and prior research was at times difficult to understand, such as 

Arnould & Thompson (2005) and (Zhang et al., 2025) for example. I used 

ChatGPT and LN Notebook as AI-tools to help clarify some areas in the research 

that I was uncertain of and needed an alternative explanation for. As I had read all 

materials beforehand and had developed an initial understanding of the materials, 

I was able to evaluate whether the AI explanations compared to arguments and 

context of the literary sources. While I am half Irish and have a good knowledge 

of the English language, finding relevant synonyms can be both time-consuming 

and challenging, which is why I have used ChatGPT to find appropriate 

synonyms. I wrote my own sentence and asked about the specific word I felt 

should be changed and asked the AI for a list of relevant synonyms that could be 

used for the word. The AI then provided me with a list of words, which I tested by 

integrating some of the suggested words to my own written sentence in order to 

evaluate whether they improved the structure and purpose of the sentence. Some 

of the AI-suggested synonyms have been included in this thesis, however, I have 

not included any AI-generated text in this thesis, all final wording remains my 

own. 
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