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Abstract 

While the environment is continuously becoming increasingly acknowledged in 
modern society and e-commerce (i.e. internet commerce) within fashion is still 
a growing industry, there is a controversy that has begun to surface. Online 
shopping and the environmental impacts, in which return rates contributes to, 
is both alarming as well as fairly unresearched to this day. This thesis 
concentrates on the awareness of return policies environmental aspects within 
online shopping and its possible effects upon consumers purchase intention. 
Within this we further consider additional moderating  aspects such as perceived 
fairness of different policies and e-tailer (i.e. internet retailer) trust, based on the 
theoretical frameworks of justice theory, information asymmetry and previous 
return policy research. Based on quantitative survey results, this study 
empirically shows correlations between return policies, awareness regarding 
environmental influences and consumer purchase intentions. Finally, this study 
touches upon the possible strategic contributions of the results and how future 
research could proceed within this highly relevant research area.  
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1. Introduction 

Swedish e-commerce within the fashion industry increased by 13% during 2018, 
representing 18% of the country's total e-commerce market (PostNord 2018). 
This large market share makes fashion items one of the most popular articles to 
purchase through the internet (ibid 2018). With this in mind, the e-commerce 
of clothes is likely a phenomenon that will keep growing since it, from a 
consumer’s perspective, is both considered convenient and efficient. However, 
the concept of shopping apparel online also means the consumers lose some 
aspects of control, resulting in added risk and therefore also increases in 
decisions to reverse the purchase (Yan 2009). This is demonstrated by the fact 
that, according to Hermann Haraldsson, CEO of the Swedish online-retailer 
Boozt, close to 40% of all clothes ordered are returned (Folkö 2018). It is also 
reported that as much as 79% of online-shoppers considers “free-return-
policies” important (PostNord 2019), further stressing the importance of the 
return-aspect of e-commerce. Because the concept of consumer returns has 
become such an essential part of the e-commerce process, companies use 
return-policies as a strategy to attract and retain customers as well as maximising 
policies impact on profit (Yan 2009).  

Today's society and more importantly consumers are continuously becoming 
more focused upon sustainability and environmental awareness (Golicic et al. 
2010). Due to social, as well as competitive pressures within e-commerce, work 
within sustainability is now attracting more attention from both researchers and 
active corporations (Mangiaracina et al. 2014). Sustainability has many 
definitions, but the most widely quoted one may be; “[…] development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs.” (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987, p.8). Work with sustainability is often concluded from a 
triple bottom line angle, using the components of Society, Economy and 
Environment. Balancing these three aspects is considered to make the outcome 
of the conducted business more sustainable overall and lead to strategic growth, 
competitive advantages and delivery of socially accepted values to consumers 
(Mangiaracina et al. 2014). 

In an interview conducted by Norrström (2018) with professor Sharon 
Cullinane of Gothenburg University, the main issues concerning “return-
culture” in today's e-commerce behaviour are highlighted. The professor states 
that this has become a problem because of consumers unawareness of logistical 
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processes and their environmental effects, as well as the lack of academic 
research within this area (Norrström 2018). The consequences of return logistics 
are both positive and negative. Benefits of this concept involve aspects such as 
re-usage and recycling, however, ultimately this process will incur environmental 
costs (Cullinane et al. 2017). As mentioned, these costs are often unrecognized 
by e-commerce consumers and information such as returns possible freight-
ways to Estonia, Poland or even Asia, has this forth been rather unreported of 
(Norrström 2018; Persson 2018). The environmental impacts of the logistics 
involved with returns, and the fact that this is an unexplored and overlooked 
field, are issues that need to be addressed further (Cullinane et al. 2017).  

1.1. Problematization 

Previous research concerning return policies has primarily been conducted on a 
Business-to-Business (B2B) level. This extensive literature has focused upon the 
supply chains between companies and the possible return aspects of this 
concept but has not considered this from a consumer point of view (Ding & 
Chen 2008; Choi et al. 2004; Yao et al. 2005). Because of the increasing social 
awareness of corporate processes and actions, there is a significant relevance of 
exploring Business-to-Consumer (B2C) angle (Meixell et al. 2015). 

Regarding B2C research, the few studies that have focused on return aspects of 
e-commerce have mainly had an analytic modelling  approach. Yan’s (2009) 
study showed that, from the retailer’s point of view, return policies have, over 
the years, had considerable strategic value, as research has concluded that an 
effective return policy is both highly profitable and influential upon the 
customer decision-making process. Even though this study is highly relevant to 
decision making processes and strategy development for corporations, it is 
lacking many external aspects in which consumer behaviour could be affected. 
Furthermore, Wood (2001) also stated, through an experimental study, that it is 
likely that consumers purchase decisions are positively driven by generous 
return policies.  

The most extensive research found regarding return policies, with a consumer 
aspect in mind, is the study; ‘E-tailer's return policy, consumer's perception of 
return policy fairness and purchase intention’, conducted by Pei et al. (2014). In 
this research, several mediating aspects are introduced; Perceived e-tailer 
competition, Perceived return policy fairness, Perceived trust, E-tailers 
reputation and Purchase intention. The researchers found that consumer 
reactions to return policies mirrors consumers perceived fairness of the 
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different dimensions of the return process. This was additionally connected 
through a positive causal linkage between trust and an ultimately positive 
incentive to purchase. All research links were proven to have a positive 
correlation with a fuller return policy and this approach were ultimately argued 
to gain market shares and a competitive advantage in the online markets. Like 
Yan (2009) and Wood (2001), this study concludes that return policies have a 
major strategic influence upon customers behaviour and supports the 
hypothesis that a more extensive policy generates a positive outcome for firms.  

Researchers Pei et al. (2014) and Yan (2009) has specifically stressed that future 
research should test previous findings and conclude if existing data and models 
hold true with additional aspects in mind. For instance, Yan (2009) specifically 
points out that an information aspect should be considered in further studies 
which this study applies by identifying consumers awareness of the additional 
(environmental) aspect. More specifically, this study will assess whether 
asymmetrical information could affect previous researchers’ findings regarding 
consumer purchase intention. 

Due to the scarcity of empirical research within this area, researches have 
implored future research on several different levels, encouraging researchers to 
critically examine these findings with other aspects in mind. 

 
Future research should use the findings of this study as a platform to include other 
constructs [...] and variables [...]  to enhance our understanding of the effects of return 
policies on consumer purchase behaviour. (Pei et al. 2014, p. 255)   
 

On this theoretical basis, this study introduces an additional point of view 
(environment) which may cause contradictions to the conclusions from 
previous research, and a discussion is built upon the environmental perspective 
and the effects it may have upon consumers purchase intention. 
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1.2. Purpose  

The purpose of this study is to examine how consumers purchase intentions 
may be affected by their awareness of the environmental impacts of returns. 
The study is limited to the clothing industry.  Furthermore, to create a structure 
and answer the purpose of this thesis, the following research questions are 
developed. 
 

1. To what extent are consumers aware of return processes and their 

environmental impacts? 

2. How much do consumers value monetary favourable return policies and 

environmentally conscious return policies respectively and comparably? 

3. How may environmental consciousness affect consumers purchase 

intention? 
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2. Theory 

In the following chapter, the theoretical framework of this thesis is introduced, 
in order to examine how and why the purchase intention might possibly be 
affected by the introduced aspect of environmental issues. The theory presented 
below includes previous research regarding return policies, information 
asymmetry, justice theory and a summary of the environmental impacts of 
returns.  

The theoretical description of previous return policy research is compiled of 
terminological explanations, an explanation of the abridged current research 
situation, and a short introduction of how the additional environmental aspect 
is applied and discussed. The intention is to give a more explicit overview of 
previous researchers conclusions and thereby a deeper understanding of the 
background to this research.  

2.1. Return policy research  

 

Figure 1: Return policy research model. 

Above is a model (Figure 1) constructed for this study, inspired by the existing 
research concerning return policies and connected concepts, conducted by Pei 
et al. (2014). Additional to the existing research contributions, the model also 
displays the additional aspect of environmental character to be used as a new 
variable for further discussion and possible realizations in this study. The 
simplified model demonstrates correlations between return-policies, consumers 
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purchase intention and a set of mediating factors; perceived return policy 
fairness, perceived trust, and the added environmental aspect.  

Return depth is the dimension of how extensive a return-policy is and ultimately 
perceived by consumers. A full return policy includes strategies such as 100% 
money-back guarantee and free or cheap return shipping for the consumer while 
a partial return policy involves higher fees being charged for processes like 
shipping, repacking, handling or restocking (Pei et al. 2014). Research within 
return-policies has determined that consumers behaviour is directly associated 
with the so called fullness of the return policy and that consumers tend to 
consider fuller policies more fair than partial ones. Furthermore, Pei et al (2014) 
made the connection that consumer's final  purchase intention is greater if an 
online retailer’s return policy is full rather than partial, making this concept 
clearly important for strategic purposes. 

Fairness is a measure originating from justice research concerning consumers 
impressions towards prices, policies and services and further relates to 
consumers assessment of the company as a whole (Xia et al. 2004). In the 
research conducted by Pei et al. (2014) it was concluded that consumers 
intention to purchase is directly associated with the level of fairness they derive 
from the return policy.  Moreover, the level of fairness perceived is also 
associated with the consumers perceived trust in the e-tailer, providing valuable 
opportunities for loyalty and retainment of customers (Pei et al. 2014). 

Trust plays an essential role in online retailing, since it is assumed that e-
commerce companies initially starts from a position without consumer trust 
(Grabner-Kraeuter 2002). From the consumers’ point of view, the concept of 
shopping apparel online comes with the sacrifice of physical inspection, 
resulting in an added risk of dissatisfaction (Yan 2009). Return policies can 
however play an important part in changing perceptions of companies honesty 
and therefore in turn also build important trust making this concept positively 
associated with purchase intention (Pei et al. 2014). 

Previous research, as described above, has indicated that the depth of different 
return policies itself, along with various mediating factors have a clear impact 
and positive association with consumers purchase intention. However, the 
issues of contemporary work with sustainability is an aspect which can question 
both previous research and the strategic conclusions it has led to. As the model 
implies, the purpose is to apply an environmental aspect to return policies and 
purchase intention (green arrows) to explore the possible effects. This is done 
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by examining  consumers awareness and views of return policies in relation to 
the environment as well as possible changes in consumer decisions. A 
discussion, regarding both the purpose (green arrows) and some of the 
mediation factors which are relevant in the existing research situation (blue 
arrows), could explore possible changes, developments or explanations of the 
current situation. 

As mentioned, Pei et al. (2014) concluded that return policies has a pivotal role 
in e-tailers efforts of affecting consumers behaviour and more specifically 
consumers purchase intention. On the basis of empirical findings, this research 
concretely established the positive causal interaction between return policies and 
purchase decisions, making it substantially valuable from a strategic point of 
view.   

In addition to the conclusions, concerning advantages of a generous return 
policy, made by Pei et al. (2014), Yan (2009) as mentioned also concluded that 
fuller return depth had strategic advantages for e-retailers. This research showed 
that managerial work concerning returns should be based out of generous 
policies to decrease customer sensibility and therefore establish trust and 
increase long-term profits, even if this included a higher product-price for the 
consumer.  

Yan (2009) concluded that in the sales of impressionable goods that are 
considered suitable online products, such as clothing, retailers need to consider 
generous return policies in order to be successful. The author compared 
situations of e-tailers with and without return policies and established a gap that 
showed a distinct superior value of products that included a favourable return 
policy. The conclusion of this research could help e-tailers with strategic 
decisions, however, the paper also assumed that consumers have perfect 
information, which to some extent could render conclusions invalidated if not 
updated (Yan 2009). 
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2.2. Information asymmetry related to return policy 

The signalling theory means that there information asymmetry between two 
parties since the parties have access to different information (Spence 2002). 
Information asymmetry can occur when two parties (individuals or 
organizations) interact with each other, therefore the party with more 
information needs to choose, whether and how to send the right signals to the 
receiver, in order to reduce the information gap (Spence 2002; Connelly et al. 
2011). Information asymmetry often results in the consumer lacking 
information or experience when evaluating a product or a company (Spence 
2002). Hence, consumers can experience uncertainty when e-commerce 
companies and consumers do not have access to identical information (Oghazi 
et al. 2018), which influences consumers decision making (Connelly et al. 2011). 

The information asymmetry is more palpable between e-commerce companies 
and consumers, compared to physical stores (Pei et al. 2014). In the e-commerce 
fashion industry especially, it is important to update and inform consumers 
about conditions such as size references and exact measurements (Rogers et al. 
2002). Leeuw et al. (2016) also point out the importance of providing consumers 
with accurate product information in advance of their purchase, such as size, 
colour and material specifications, to reduce the number of returned products. 
Moreover, it is significant that e-commerce companies offer return policies to 
reduce customers uncertainty connected to purchase decision (Pei et al. 2014).  
Consumers experience a sense of trust and security when they can return a 
product and get their money back (ibid 2014). Wood (2001) states that a 
generous return policy facilitates customers' purchase decision. It can also signal 
and create customer confidence (Bonifield et al. 2010), since it is costly for 
companies to make returns, and a generous return policy is therefore 
presumably not offered by rogue companies (Wood 2001). However, Bahn and 
Boyd (2014) claim that a generous return policy can result in a high number of 
returns if consumers take advantage of the company' generosity. 
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2.3. Justice Theory 

The concept of justice theory within service management originated in the 1960s 
and compares consumers perceived fairness of inputs versus outcomes of a 
particular service, policy or price (Adams 1965). The principle concludes that a 
balance between preconceived views and actual outcomes results in the 
consideration ‘fair’ as the foundation of justice theory is built up by the three 
associated dimensions; procedural justice, interactional justice, and distributive 
justice (Adams 1965; Nikbin et al. 2010). More recent research within justice 
theory have determined that fairness is a concept which from the consumers 
perspective is continuously evolving. The notion that perceived fairness changes 
as individuals encounter information as well as collective social cognition, 
connects this theory with surrounding concepts such as trust and corporate 
responsibility (Jones & Skarlicki 2012). With this return-policy research having 
a focus upon consumer awareness levels, the possible changes in perceived 
fairness due to socially connected information could be considered highly 
interesting.  

The first dimension of the theory concerns procedure justice, which is the 
consumers evaluation of the procedural policies and decision-making processes 
that firms use to reach a specific outcome (Bies & Tripp 1995) According to 
Tax et al. (1998) there are several elements of this dimension, including a firm's 
efficiency, flexibility, accessibility and control regarding their policies and 
processes. These elements are crucial in companies evaluation of strategic 
planning, however, researchers have previously also stated that procedural 
justice is less influential upon consumers evaluation of ‘fairness’ than the 
following two dimensions (McCollough et al. 2000). When considering 
consumer perceived fairness in retail, Nguyen & Klaus (2013) found explicit 
connections to retailers ethical behaviour and moral positions as well as 
consumers perception of a retailers trust and integrity, which can be crucial in 
this early stage of justice assessment. 

Interactional justice has a focus on the actual interaction between firm and 
customer, in the process that is being evaluated. The contact that is provided in 
the form of proper information, contact opportunities, decision making 
influence, etcetera is here evaluated by the customer from the perspective of 
experienced justice (Sparks & McColl-Kennedy 2001). Since the focus of this 
dimension is upon the exchange between the retailer and consumer, it should 
include acknowledgements and considerations of the consumers’ knowledge, 
beliefs and current social norms in the society. With this in mind, issues 
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regarding the relationship between e-tailers and consumers could be identified 
and hence cause significant changes in the perceived fairness.(Jewell and Barone 
2007).  The relationship or the information exchanged between actors may be 
asymmetric causing a lack in both transparency and trust and thereby having a 
negative effect upon the perceived fairness outcome (Nguyen & Klaus 2013). 

Distributive justice refers to the tangible outcome and the perceived fairness in 
response to the former mentioned dimensions. This outcome dimension is 
often guided by social norms and rules (Bies & Tripp 1995) and have in previous 
research been characterised and measured by the ‘justice’, ‘fairness’, ‘values’, and 
‘rewards’ of the outcome (Nikbin et al. 2010). The view of social norms is highly 
central in justice research from the consumer perspective with emphasis on 
concepts such as honesty, transparency, morality, ethics and integrity. This 
dimension is today considered pivotal within e-commerce since aspects like 
consumer -trust, -relationships and corporate responsibility is more evident and 
competitive than ever (Nguyen & Klaus 2013). 

Previous research regarding justice theory has supported claims that customer 
behaviour can be greatly affected by the aspects that are presented in this 
theoretical principle. Studies have focused on the level that the justice theory 
dimensions influence customers in areas such as satisfaction, purchase 
intention, re-purchase intention, loyalty and Word-of-Mouth (WOM) (Lin et al. 
2011; Masterson 2001; Kim et al. 2012; Nguyen & Klaus 2013). Lin et al. (2011) 
determined that positive distributive justice, procedural justice and interactional 
justice all have a significant effect on customer satisfaction in a beneficial 
manner. Furthermore, they concluded that positive distributive justice has a 
considerable positive impact on purchase intention, while negative interactional 
justice may significantly influence negative WOM. Nguyen & Klaus (2013) 
established that perceived fairness is determined by economic as well as social 
factors which indicate that the notion of social cognition should be central from 
a strategic point of view. 

2.4. Environmental impacts of returns 

Gas emissions and energy use in logistical processes are increasingly seen as a 
key issue in sustainability, and the return aspects involved are crucial 
(Mangiaracina et al. 2014). In an interview conducted by Persson (2018) with 
Sharon Cullinane, professor in logistics, the professor claims that, although 
environmental costs due to returns are high, the total environmental impact of 
returns is challenging to measure since several uncertain assumptions are 
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required. This is including the last mile when the consumer retrieves the package 
at a pick-up location or making a return (ibid 2018). As previously stated, 
consumers are often unaware of returns environmental impacts and that 
returned clothing are commonly processed outside Sweden's borders 
(Norrström 2018; Persson 2018). The strategic choice to manage return 
processes abroad results in reduced personnel costs and handling costs 
(Norrström 2018). However, long transport distances and large volumes of 
returns cause large quantities of greenhouse gas emissions (CO₂e) (Bertram & 
Chi 2017). 

On average, 25% of clothing items are returned, increasing to 40-50% of high 
fashion items (Cullinane et al. 2017). The return rate within the clothing and 
footwear industry is considerably high, because consumers are not able to 
physically try the goods and evaluate them before they are received (PostNord 
2018). Disconfirmation of consumer expectations is a common cause of returns 
(Potdar & Rogers 2012). Further, Hjort (2010) state that causes of returns in the 
fashion industry online include that a product has the wrong fit, a product is 
defective, or customers regretting the orders etcetera.  

It is significant to actively and consciously work to enable the reduction of 
returns, from both a company & customer perspective, since it leads to 
increased perceived value (Leeuw et al. 2016). In an interview conducted by 
Norrström (2018) with Professor Sharon Cullinane, methods required to reduce 
the negative environmental impacts of the returns, are discussed. These 
methods, for instance, includes that e-commerces should adopt measures to 
manage returned goods more efficiently (ibid 2018). Carriers should improve 
efficiency and switch to warehouses and transport with less environmental 
impact (ibid 2018). According to a report by HUI Research (2014), increased 
returns in e-commerce could contribute to an increased fill rate in transport and 
route optimization (reduce the emissions per returned product), which can 
reduce the contributing negative environmental impact of transport. Moreover,  
it is considered significant to increase consumers' awareness of the 
environmental impact of returns, and make them act more responsibly 
(Norrström 2018). Hultén (n.d) states that there are a lot of unnecessary returns, 
such as 10% of all goods purchased online are never picked up by the consumer. 
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3. Methodology 

In the following chapter, the research approach and the completed conduct of 
this thesis is outlined. With the background of the framework from the previous 
theoretical chapter, that introduced the main theories under which an analysis 
will be held, this chapter aims to describe the complete execution of the thesis. 
Below follows a chronological description of how this study will achieve the 
purpose of, examining the eventual changes in purchase intention in correlation with 
environmental consciousness, with emphasis on the survey, ethics, data collection, 
data analysis, validity and reliability.  

3.1. Research approach 

This study is quantitative and conducted in the form of an online survey to 
answer the purpose. According to Bryman and Bell (2017), there are two 
approach methods for the gathering of empirical data, quantitative and 
qualitative. The quantitative method indicates the application of numerical 
measurement methods and generalizability within the data, compared to the 
qualitative method which focuses on the understanding of collected data and 
adopts an interpretative approach (Bryman & Bell 2017; David & Sutton 2016). 
Generalizable data (quantitative method) is preferred in this study, over 
individual detailed information which usually has a qualitative approach. Hence, 
an online survey was developed with the purpose to gather empirical data. 

Other courses of action could have been interviews or a literature study, using 
a qualitative approach. Denscombe (2016) states the advantages with interviews 
involve the possibility of sequential questions, leading to a deeper 
understanding, compared to a quantitative method. Nevertheless, this approach 
would require several interviews, which would have been a time-consuming 
process, to be able to answer the study's purpose. Hence, an online survey seems 
like the most appropriate method, also due to the time constraints of this 
project. Furthermore, would a literature study not have been achievable due to 
the lack of relevant research already conducted within the research area. 
Denscombe (2016) points out benefits with online surveys, it allows for a wide 
geographical spread, is timesaving, and is an environmentally friendly way of 
conducting data in comparison to sending out physical surveys. Moreover, the 
respondents can participate in the online survey when it suits them, without the 
researchers having to be present. Lastly, Bryman & Bell (2017) states that 
surveys are consistent to a greater extent than interviews since respondents 
answers are not affected by an interviewer.  
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Compared to the reasoning of inductive and deductive research approaches, the 
abductive approach has the means of changing, developing or explaining 
existing theoretical frameworks at all stages of the process (Dubois & Gadde 
2002). Considering the quantitative nature of this study, this approach as a 
research method was deemed most appropriate. This pragmatic approach was 
chosen for this thesis since the limited research previously conducted is seen as 
a factual phenomenon, but with the introduction of a new particular aspect, new 
insights about the casualization may be presented. Abductive reasoning has the 
main focus of particular aspects or situations that may deviate from concluded 
research, creating a palpable divide of specific situations and circumstantial 
factors (Kovács & Spens 2005). Therefore, by using this approach, this thesis 
can discuss the existing research situation critically and conclusively finding new 
interesting aspects to this research phenomenon and its connecting concepts. 

Furthermore, OneSearch, Karlstad University Library’s search tool, 
Researchgate, Google Scholar, and reference lists in journals have been used to 
select literary sources. The literature has contributed to an understanding of the 
current state of research and what is relatively unexplored, as well as the 
formation of the thesis purpose. Furthermore, source criticism has been taken 
into consideration when determining the sources in this study. Literature has 
been critically reviewed and compared. 

3.2. Design of the online survey 

The online survey (see Appendix 1) was created in an electronic data collection 
platform. It consisted of five 5-point Likert scale questions, six multiple-choice 
questions, and two open questions, which allowed the respondents to develop 
their answers. Mohn (2019) claim that a Likert scale is an informative tool to 
investigate people's different perceptions and opinions gradually on a horizontal 
span. The 5-Likert scale questions were considered necessary in the online 
survey as they can provide more information than simple multiple-choice 
questions.   

The online survey had one branching after the question Have you purchased clothing 
online within the last six months? The reply option 'Yes' diverted the respondents to 
answer questions regarding awareness about the environmental impact of 
returns and whether they think their purchase intentions will be affected in the 
future. The reply option 'No', redirected the respondents to answer the open 
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question; What is the reason why you have not been purchasing clothing online for the last 
six months?, which were the last question for the respondents who had chosen 
the reply option 'No' in the branching. This open question aimed to discover 
whether there were environmental reasons, hence awareness, that had 
contributed to that respondents had not been purchasing clothing online within 
the last six months. 

The questions in the online survey were created based on the thesis purpose, to 
examine how consumers purchase intentions may be affected by their awareness 
of the environmental impacts of returns. The questions in the online survey did 
not question respondents about events that occurred over six months ago. 
Bertram (2009) states that questions about events within six or fewer months 
results in more reliable answers, due to the memory factor. Otherwise, there is 
a risk that respondents may have forgotten about events that happened a long 
time ago (Bertram 2009). Further, the questions in the online survey are not 
leading questions, they are neutral, and there is just one question formulation 
per answer option. The question about annual income may be perceived as 
sensitive but was suited to gather the correct information. Moreover, 
respondents' knowledge is not tested, since the ‘awareness questions’ have the 
reply-option 'Yes' or 'No'. Bertram (2009) stresses the importance to avoid 
knowledge questions since it commonly results in low validity since the 
respondent is either guessing the answer, know the answer, or found out the 
answer.  

The online survey was in Swedish to suit our respondents. It was tested by six 
adults within different age ranges, to receive feedback. The feedback was 
necessary and valuable to be able to develop and improve the online survey, 
make the questions clearer and reduce the time to complete the online survey. 
Denscombe (2016) state the significance of reducing the answers chore, 
otherwise, the respondents may be deterred from participating in the survey, or 
fails to complete it. Hence, the online survey approximately took 1-3 minutes 
for the respondents to complete, and the open questions were optional to 
answer since it can be time-consuming to elaborate answers. Furthermore, the 
respondents who participated in the online survey are anonymous as no 
personal data was collected. David and Sutton (2016) state that data ought to be 
registered anonymously. 
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3.3. Application of research ethics 

There are four main requirements of research ethics to protect participants in 
studies, which include the information requirement, the consent requirement, 
the confidentiality requirement, and the usage requirement (Vetenskapsrådet 
2002). The information requirement implies that the researcher should inform 
the respondents about the study's purpose, and that participation is voluntary. 
The consent requirement regarding surveys includes that prior consent is not 
required. The confidentiality requirement ensures that unauthorized persons do 
not have access to the respondent's answers, and the usage requirement 
indicates that data from the respondent only should be used for research 
purposes (Vetenskapsrådet 2002). In the introduction to the online survey, 
respondents were informed about the survey's purpose. Besides, Karlstads 
University (2019) stresses the importance of the European General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) criteria to protect individuals. Personal data is 
classified if there is a possibility that someone may associate it to an individual 
(Karlstad University 2019). However, the respondents are anonymous in the 
online survey, resulting in that the collected data cannot be associated with any 
specific individual since no personal data was collected. The researchers do not 
have access to the respondents' IP addresses. Moreover, only the researchers 
had access to the respondents' answers in the online survey. 

Bryman and Bell (2017) state that a disadvantage with an online survey is a risk 
of the same person filling out the survey several times. This disadvantage is 
challenging to investigate since the respondents are anonymous in the online 
survey. However, the risk can be considered small.  Furthermore, the response 
rate may be low in online surveys. Bryman (2018) state that a reward in 
connection with participation may increase the number of participants in 
studies. No reward was handed out in connection with our survey since the 
respondents would have had to enter their e-mail address to be able to gain 
access to the award. The collection of e-mail addresses would affect the 
anonymity of the respondents. 

3.4. Survey participation and data collection 

Non-probability sampling, more precisely a convenience sampling is applied in 
this study to facilitate the gathering of empirical data. Non-probability sampling 
infers that all do not have an equal chance or probability of being selected, and 
convenience sampling indicates that the researcher affects who can participate, 
based on convenience (Etikan et al. 2016; Denscombe 2016). A representative 
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sampling would have been beneficial in this study, since there would be equally 
many respondents in each group, for example in gender, age, and annual 
income, which would have resulted in a higher degree of generalization, 
compared to convenience sampling. Despite this, convenience sampling seems 
to be an advantageous alternative for this study due to time constraints and to 
facilitate the distribution of the online survey.  

The link to the online survey was distributed on Facebook and Instagram to 
obtain a widespread and a large number of respondents. The respondents were 
encouraged to spread the online survey, resulting in new respondents taking part 
in the online survey. Denscombe (2016) states that the more answers, the better. 
The aim was to get at least 200 respondents to participate in the online survey. 
The link to the online survey was shared on Facebook the 16th November 2019 
and Instagram the 17th November 2019. Within approximately ten days, 263 
respondents had participated in the online survey.  

There are two categories of data collection methods, primary and secondary data 
(Saunders et al. 2009). Primary data is collected to answer the purpose of the 
study and can have a qualitative or quantitative approach. The secondary data 
include pre-existing data from previous studies, including statistics (Saunders et 
al. 2009).  This study consists of primary data gathered from the online survey.  

3.5. Data analysis 

The empirical data collected via the online survey was downloaded from an 
electronic data collection platform, as a CSV file and compiled in Excel and 
IBM SPSS Statistics Version 26 (SPSS). Pivot tables in Excel were developed to 
create educational charts that show the results. Underneath the bar diagram, 
there is a table that shows how many in each group/category that has responded 
(see Figure 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11 in chapter 4. Results). The tables intend to 
increase transparency regarding the results. Figure 9  is a combination chart of 
line and bar charts. The open answers connected to the two open questions 
were read through and categorised separately and independently by the 
researchers, hence regarded as a qualitative interpretation. Then the 
categorisation was compared between the researchers. This procedure reduced 
the risk of different interpretations affecting the thesis results. The respondents' 
open answers could fit into one or several categories. Pie charts were 
constructed in Excel to get an overview of the respondent's answers (see Figure 
10 & 12 in chapter 4. Results).  Furthermore, the respondents' open answers in 
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the Excel spreadsheet were removed from the file and then imported into the 
statistical analysis program, SPSS.  

SPSS was primarily used for analysing the data’s descriptive statistics through 
frequencies, as well as a comparison of the means with a factor of dependent 
list and layers. These two analysis-strategies were used to find and explore 
possible correlations between the respondents’ awareness and perceptions of 
different aspects. Furthermore, a crosstab table and a bivariate correlation was 
created and analysed to understand the linkage between variables and determine 
the significance of this.   SPSS offered the possibility of an accurate and 
controlled analysis of different aspects of the data which have been immensely 
useful in the interpretation of the results, however, the complexity of this 
program, could be considered a disadvantage for this study. Therefore, with 
limited time and no previous experience of SPSS, one could argue that using 
only Excel could have been less complicated, but then the invaluable 
correlations provided by SPSS would be lost.  

The survey questions containing a 5-point Likert-scale with a neutral midpoint 
of 3 was applied  to attain data demonstrating degrees of the respondents’ 
awareness, and perceptions. Answer-options to questions # 6, 9, 10, 11 & 12 
(see Appendix 2) were constructed as an incrementally rising scale, to require 
data with a greater degree of depth, and the range of <3 was analysed as being 
on the negative side of neutral on the scale and >3 on the positive side of the 
spectrum. A 5-point Likert scale was also used to explore the balance of the 
respondent views of importance regarding free or cheap return policies and 
environmentally friendly policies demonstrated in question #11 (see Appendix 
2). Respondents that were on the <3 side of the scale were analysed as being 
partial towards free/cheap policies, and respectively the ones >3 were 
considered favourable towards environmentally friendly options. Although 
there were calculated risks of respondents misinterpreting the scales and their 
individualistic differences in perceiving the questions and scales, the questions 
provided a valuable sense of the depth and the respondents’ answers gave more 
descriptive indications. 

3.6. Research validity and reliability  

Validity and reliability are two central concepts that can be applied to assess the 
credibility of the study (Bryman & Bell 2017; David & Sutton 2016). Validity 
refers to the relevance of the measurements and the matching between the 
researcher's data and reality. Reliability refers to if the study's result would be 
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the same if it was implemented again, using the same method (Bryman & Bell 
2017; David & Sutton 2016). The validity of this thesis can be considered 
relatively high, based on the online survey's configuration. The questions are 
short, clear and concise according to perceived feedback from test persons, and 
return policy is defined, to minimize misinterpretation. The 5-point Likert scale 
contributes to measuring the respondents' awareness and perceptions of 
different aspect, related to the thesis purpose. The respondents who participated 
in the online survey are anonymous, and Mohn (2019) highlights that the most 
genuine answers originate when the respondents are anonymous. 

In a study of this magnitude, referring to a rather small sample size, it is expected 
to discover a somewhat higher standard deviation than would usually be 
considered preferable. However, with an applicable sample size of n=178 (of a 
total n=263), due to time-constraints, this study is still able to reach valid results 
and provide compelling indications to the conclusions regarding the subject. 
Furthermore, higher deviations on Likert-scale questions, in which standard 
deviation could be considered an interesting measurement, could simply 
indicate that these are opinion-wise, highly versatile questions within a debatable 
area (Fayers and Hays 2005). Therefore, although considered, the higher values 
of the standard deviations in this study's data, which falls around 1.151-1.473, is 
not enough to discard the results completely and hence not having an insightful 
discussion and conclusion. 

The response rates in each category are displayed, resulting in increased 
transparency (see Figure 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11 in chapter 4. Results) This is 
significant to avoid distortion of data. Furthermore, the degree of applicability 
to the rest of the population is affected by the different groups' response rates. 
At a low response rate, it will be misleading to draw general conclusions, 
compared to a group with a higher response rate. 

The reliability may be affected negatively since the convenience sampling in this 
study complicates the reproducibility. There is a degree of randomness since it 
is difficult to control the spread of the online survey and affect the number of 
participants in each group/category. 
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4. Results  

In the following chapter, a description of the survey’s completion and results 
are presented. Through Excel pivot tables, charts and SPSS tables, the data is 
compiled and displayed to find and explore relevant respondent insights and 
values. In the interest of fulfilling the purpose of this thesis; examining how 
consumers purchase intentions may be affected by their awareness of the environmental impacts 
of returns, the results are presented categorised according to the three research 
question’s main themes and their correlations; awareness, importance and 
purchase intention.  

4.1. General results 

The number of respondents who participated in the online survey is 263, which 
includes 174 women, 88 men, and 1 respondent that did not want to state 
gender. 60 respondents are in the age group 15-24 years old, 76 is 25-34 years 
old, 17 is 35-44 years old, 31 is 45-54 years old, 64 is 55-65 years old, and 15 is 
over 65 years old. Out of 263 respondents, 19 respondents did not want to state 
annual income in the online survey. 

 
Figure 2: The number respondents that have purchased clothing online within the last 
six months, by gender and age (n=262). 

Figure 2 shows the number of respondents that have purchased clothing online 
within the last six months (Yes=177), respectively, which have not been 
purchasing clothing online (No=85), by gender and age. The majority, ⅔, have 
been purchasing clothing online. Notably, females in the group of 25-34 years 
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are most likely to have purchased clothing online. Moreover, respondents >55 
years tend to buy clothing online to a smaller extent than younger respondents. 

4.2. Awareness 

Below empirical results on respondents' awareness of the environmental impact 
of returns are presented. 

 
Figure 3: The extent to which respondents have reflected on the returns 
environmental impact, by gender and age (n=177). 

Figure 3 presents the extent to which respondents have reflected on the returns 
environmental impact, by gender and age. It shows a weak tendency that women 
to a greater extent than men, and age group <45 years, in a greater occurrence 
have reflected on returns environmental impact. A large group have not (1=53) 
or to a minor extent (2=25) reflected over the environmental impact of returns. 
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Figure 4: The respondents' awareness regarding that up to half of the clothing 
purchased online are returned, by gender and age (n=177). 

Figure 4 shows the respondents' awareness regarding that up to half of the 
clothing purchased online are returned, by gender and age. The majority 
(No=105) are unaware, respectively (Yes=72) are aware. Awareness is 41%, 
representing no significant difference regarding gender and age. 

 
Figure 5: The respondents' awareness concerning that it is common for returned 
clothing to be shipped to Estonia, Poland, or even Asia to be repackaged and 
processed for resale, by gender and age (n=177). 
 

Figure 5 presents the respondents' awareness concerning that it is common for 
returned clothing to be shipped to Estonia, Poland, or even Asia to be 



 30 

repackaged and processed for resale, by gender and age. ¼ were aware, 
(Yes=46), respectively (No=131) were unaware. 

4.2.1. Awareness correlation I  

In order to find correlations between awareness and purchase intention, the 
results were analysed through SPSS as demonstrated in Table 1.  
 

Table 1: Correlation between awareness and purchase intention I (n=178).  

 

By applying the layer of question #7 (Where you aware of the fact that up to half of all 
clothes that are purchased online are returned?) to the dependent list of question #9 
(How likely is it that your decision to, in the future, purchase clothes online is affected by return 
negative environmental impacts?) changes to the mean were discovered. The survey 
result demonstrates that individuals whom were not aware of the fact 
introduced (question #7 - awareness regarding return-rates) are more likely to 
change their future behaviour than those who already had awareness. The 
average, of the likelihood of changing their behaviour, among those reporting 
they had awareness, were at 3.31 compared to the ones without awareness at 
3.46.  
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4.2.2. Awareness correlation II 

The respondents awareness concerning returns reprocessing in other countries 
also has a parallel to the degree of likelihood for behavior changes (Where you 
aware that it's common for returned clothes to be shipped to Estonia, Poland, or even Asia to 
be repackaged and processed for resale?; How likely is it that your decision to, in the future, 
purchase clothes online is affected by return negative environmental impacts?) as seen in table 
2.  

 
Table 2: Correlation between awareness and purchase intention II (n=178).  

 

This is demonstrated by the mean shifting alongside the respondents reported 
awareness. The respondents that disclosed that they were aware of the long 
freight trips that returned items sustain had a mean willingness for changed 
behaviour at 2.95 distinguishable from the counterparts mean at 3.54.   
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4.3. Importance of return policies  

Below empirical results on respondents' perceptions regarding the importance 
of cheap/free respectively and comparably environmentally friendly return 
policies are presented. 

 
Figure 6: The respondents' views on the importance of cheap/free returns, by annual 
income (n=169). 
 

Figure 6 presents the respondents' views on the importance of cheap/free 
returns, by annual income. The majority (4=40 and 5=67) considers cheap/free 
returns as significant. Annual income does not seem to be a factor for 
perception but tends to deviate slightly in the highest income level. 
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Figure 7: The respondents' viewpoint on the importance of returns being processed 
and locally (in Sweden), by gender and age (n=177). 

Figure 7 shows the respondents' viewpoint on the importance of returns being 
processed and locally (in Sweden), by gender and age. A substantial majority 
(4=48 and 5=83) claims that it is significant that returns are processed locally 
(in Sweden). Women seem to find it slightly more important than men. 
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Figure 8: What the respondent's claim is more significant with a return policy, by 
gender and age (n=177). 

Figure 8 presents what the respondent's claim is more significant with a return 
policy, by gender and age. A larger group of respondents (4=38 and 5=40) 
claims that environmentally friendly return policy is more important than a 
return policy with no/low cost for the consumer (1=24 and 2=17). The largest 
category of respondents are neutral (3=58). Men perceive a return policy with 
no/low cost for the consumer more significant, in comparison to women, that 
claim environmentally friendly return policy is more meaningful. 
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Figure 9: The respondents' viewpoint of two reported aspects of importance, by 
gender (n=178). 

Figure 9 shows the respondents' viewpoint of two reported aspects of 
importance, by gender. The respondents over 15-24 years old, value the 
importance of returns being processed locally (in Sweden) to a greater extent 
than returns being free/cheap for the consumer.  
 

Figure 10: The respondents' reflections regarding return processes and their 
environmental impact, by 36 categorised answers (n=28).  

Figure 10 presents the respondents' reflections regarding return processes and 
their environmental impact. 36% of the answers indicate that respondents want 
more environmentally friendly return solutions. The respondents' open answers 
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include, among other things, the opportunity to make returns at stores to reduce 
unnecessary transport. Some respondents suggest showroom as an alternative 
to be able to evaluate a product before purchase, to reduce the number of 
returns. Furthermore, returns should be transported by trains instead, and the 
return process should be managed in the country where the consumer make the 
order. 31% of the answers indicate that consumers should take responsibility, 
for example, only order what they intend to buy, and not order clothing in 
several sizes and colours, and return what they do not want to buy. Some of the 
respondents' answers indicate that they want to avoid ordering clothes online in 
the future due to its negative environmental impact. 8% of the respondents' 
answers state that companies should be transparent about the return logistics.   

4.3.1. Importance correlation 

On the scale that demonstrated consumers value of monetary favourable return 
policies and environmentally conscious policies respectively, the reported 
importance has a mean of 3.31, which is in favour of the environmentally 
friendly side of the scope. Furthermore, there is a sufficient overrepresentation 
towards the environmentally importance compared to the monetary importance 
supported by the respondent numbers of 78>41.  
 
Table 3: Correlations between the consumers reported importance between free/cheap returns and 
environmentally friendly returns and consumers previous considerations regarding environmental 
effects of return (n=178). 

 

Table 3 displays the correlations between the reported importance of question 
#12 (What do you consider is more important with a return-policy?) and question #6 
whether consumers previously have considered the environmental effects of 
returns (Have you earlier considered returns environmental impacts?). Clear correlations 
can determined between the respondents preferring Free/cheap returns (1) and 
those who reported Not at all (1) concerning previous consideration regarding 
returns environmental effects. This is demonstrated by the correlated 
percentage of 45,8% for respondents that answered 1;1. Furthermore, the 
respondents that answered 5;5 (5-considering environmentally friendly returns 
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more important and 5-previously having considered environmental effects a 
lot/very much)  was as high as 42,5%.  

4.4. Purchase intention  

Below empirical results on respondents' purchase intention are presented. 

 
Figure 11: The respondents' perception of the likelihood of changing their purchase 
decisions in the future, concerning online clothing, due to returns negative 
environmental impacts, by gender (n=177). 

Figure 11 displays the respondents' perception of the likelihood of changing 
their purchase decisions in the future, concerning online clothing, due to returns 
negative environmental impacts, by gender. More than half of the respondents 
claim that they are likely to change their future purchase decision (4=59 and 
5=33). Women, to a greater extent than men, claim that they are more likely to 
change their future purchase decision of clothing online. 

Additionally, the results concerning consumers likelihood of changes in their 
purchasing decisions, presented a total mean at a value of 3.40 (see table 1) on 
a scale from 1-not very likely, to 5-very likely. Conclusively, this demonstrates 
that the surveys populace, as a whole, falls on the more likely side of neutral on 
this scale. As previously mentioned, when further focusing on the ‘likelihood of 
change’ in correlation to the reported data of ‘awareness’, decisive differences 
are distinguishable. 
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4.4.1. Purchase intention correlation  

Table 4 & 5 continuously explores the correlations of consumers purchase 
intentions trough question #9 (How likely is it that your decision to, in the future, 
purchase clothes online is affected by return negative environmental impacts?) with previous 
awareness demonstrated through question #6 (Have you earlier considered returns 
environmental impacts?). 
 

Table 4: Correlation between previous consideration and purchase intention I (n=178) 

 

In table 4, higher previous consideration regarding the environmental effects of 
returns demonstrated a higher likelihood of changed decision behaviour, 
displayed in the percentage of 41.2% in the aswer-range 5;5. Comparably 62.5% 
of the reported recipients which had not at all (1) previously considered the 
environmental effects of returns said that they were not at all (1) likely to change 
their decision to purchase.  
 
 

Table 5: Significance of correlation between previous consideration and purchase intention 
(n=178)  

 

Table 5 demonstrates the strong correlation between the two associated 
questions of awareness and purchase intention at .337 - (see ** in Table 5) as 
well as high significance demonstrated by the Sig. (2-tailed) number being <0.05.  
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4.4.2. No purchase intention  

Below respondents reasons for not have been purchasing clothing online within 
the last six months, are presented. 

 

Figure 12: The respondents' (answers) reasons for not purchasing clothing online 
within the last six months, by 99 categorised answers (n=81).  
 

Figure 12 shows the respondents' (answers) reasons for not purchasing clothing 
online within the last six months. The main reason for not purchasing clothing 
online is due to difficulty with size/fit. In 7% of the cases, environmental factors 
have been mentioned as a reason for not buying clothes online, such as 
unnecessary transport. The respondents' open answers include, among other 
things, that it is beneficial to purchase everything in a store to be able to evaluate 
the product. It befriends local stores and also creates more job opportunities (at 
stores) in the country. Furthermore, some state that it is pleasant to walk around 
and meet people.  
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5. Analysis  

Fashion e-retailers have had stable growth in Sweden over the years, resulting 
in a continuously increasing number of returns (PostNord 2018). The majority 
(2/3) of the respondents have been purchasing clothing online within the last 
six months (Figure 2). Further, research has shown that the total environmental 
impact of returns is challenging to measure, but it is high (Persson 2018), hence 
problematic. With the purpose of this study; to examine the possible effects of 
environmental awareness upon purchase intention, being structured through three 
research questions, the analysis is constructed by the main themes of these. The 
results from the preceding chapter will, under the subject matters’ of the 
questions; awareness, importance and purchase intention, be linked to the 
theoretical outline to gain an understanding of possible outcomes and causes. 

5.1. Awareness of environmental impacts 

A large group of respondents have not, or to a minor extent reflected over the 
environmental impacts of returns (Figure 3). One reason for this may be because 
e-commerce fashion companies severely lack transparency about return 
logistics, creating information asymmetry between companies and consumers. 
Cullinane et al. (2017) claim that return logistics often are hidden from 
consumers, contributing to consumer unawareness of the environmental impact 
of returns. Returned goods may involve long freight trips to Estonia, Poland, or 
even countries in Asia, to be reprocessed and repackaged before resale 
(Norrström 2018; Persson 2018). This commercial strategic choice results in 
reduced personnel and handling costs for e-tailers (Norrström 2018), but the 
environmental impacts of returns long transport distances implies large 
quantities of greenhouse gas emissions (CO₂e) (Bertram & Chi 2017). The 
majority, ¾, of the respondents, were unaware of returns long freight trips 
(Figure 5) further supporting the impression that there is an information gap 
concerning these issues. Another factor of great importance is the large number 
of returns. Cullinane et al. (2017) state that the return rate of clothing has 
increased from 25% to 40-50% for high fashion items. This high return-rate 
within the clothing and footwear industry is due to the problem that consumer 
cannot physically evaluate goods before they are being received and tested 
(PostNord 2018). Additional reasons for returning goods include 
disconfirmation of consumer expectations (Potdar & Rogers 2012), the wrong 
fit of the product, a defective product, or the consumer regretting the order, 
etcetera (Hjort 2010). A high number of returns can also occur if consumers 
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take advantage of an e-commerce company's generous return policy (Bahn & 
Boyd 2014). In this study, 41% of the respondents were aware that up to half 
of the clothing purchased online are returned, representing no gender or age 
difference (Figure 4), but furthering the idea that most consumers are 
uninformed of the extent of today's return proceedings. 

Information asymmetry implies that two parties (individuals or organizations) 
have access to different information (Spence 2002). Hence the party with more 
extended information need to decide whether and how to send the right signals 
to the receiver, to reduce the information gap (Spence 2002; Connelly et al. 
2011). From the results of this study's survey discussed above it is clear that 
consumers are not aware of the issues with return logistics, even though 
Mangiaracina et al. (2014) have debated that sustainability is at the forefront of 
contemporary consumers values. Namely, logistical processes have in research 
clearly been labelled an imminent threat to the environment (Mangiaracina et al. 
2014), indicating an imbalance between the social ideal and present situation as 
well as apparent information asymmetry. Why a situation with an information 
gap has ensued could be because information asymmetry is more evident 
between consumers and e-commerce companies than in physical stores (Pei et 
al. 2014).  

With interactional justice aspects such as proper information flow and decision-
making influence in mind (Sparks & McColl-Kennedy 2001), the discussed 
problems with informational asymmetry are highly relevant. The sub-
dimensions of honesty and bias in this dimension of justice (Clemmer 1993) can 
especially be considered to affect consumers perception of a fair policy. As 
mentioned, the online survey in this study presented that a majority of 
consumers were not aware of the different negative environmental situations of 
returns (Figure 4 & Figure 5) as well as, a majority reporting that they would 
change their future purchase decisions due to environmental effects (Figure 11). 
These results reflect the notion that information regarding environmental 
aspects changes consumers views, which in turn questions Pei et al. (2014) and 
Yan (2009) conclusions that a fuller is perceived fairer than a partial one. 

Recent research within justice theory has demonstrated that perceived fairness 
is a measure which changes along with information and social cognition (Jones 
& Skarlicki 2012), which further makes awareness regarding environmental 
aspects and policy fairness decidedly relevant in this discussion. As the results 
above describes, there is an evident situation of information asymmetry between 
consumers and e-tailers, not addressing the importance of both transparency 
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and acknowledgement of consumers social norms and beliefs in justice theory, 
as stated by Nguyen & Klaus (2013).   
 

Research Question 1: To what extent are consumers aware of return processes and their 

environmental impacts? 

The results of the online survey demonstrates that a majority of the respondents 
lack of awareness regarding environmental effects of returns and there is a 
significant shortage in previous consumer consideration regarding this. Based 
on these results, the analysis derived that within B2C e-commerce, there is 
currently an information gap resulting in a state of information asymmetry 
regarding this subject. 

5.2. Importance of return policies  

Pei et al. (2014) states that a full return policy includes strategies that offer 
consumers a 100% money-back guarantee, and cheap/free returns for the 
consumer, compared to a partial return policy which involves higher fees for 
the consumer for the return process. In this thesis, a cheap/free return policy 
for the consumer is considered equivalent to a full return policy, and 
environmental friendly return policy is regarded as a partial return policy. The 
majority of the respondents in the survey considers cheap/free returns 
significant, and the annual income does not seem to be a factor for perception 
(Figure 6). Information asymmetry regarding returns environmental impact can 
be a contributing factor to this result. Moreover, it can result in consumers 
choosing to purchase clothing online from a company that offers cheap/free 
returns, instead of a company that charge consumers higher fees for returns. Pei 
et al. (2014) claim that consumers experience trust and security if they get their 
money back when they make a return. Furthermore, a generous return policy 
can ease consumers purchase intention (Wood 2001). Hence, it can be 
financially favourable and competitive for companies to offer a generous return 
policy. 

By contrast, Golicic et al. (2010) state that consumers in today's society are 
continuously becoming more focused on sustainability and environmental 
awareness. A substantial majority of respondents claims that it is important that 
returns are being processed locally (in Sweden) (Figure 7). In this thesis, 
processing returns locally is considered more costly for the e-commerce 
companies but is a more environmentally friendly way of handling returns 
compared to shipping returns long distances to achieve lower personnel and 
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handling costs. Based on the results from figure 6 and G, it may be challenging 
for e-commerce companies to offer consumers cheap/free returns and manage 
higher costs for handling returns locally. Moreover, Figure 9 indicates that a 
majority of the respondents' value the importance of returns being processed 
locally (in Sweden) to a greater extent than returns being free/cheap for the 
consumer. When respondents, on a 5-point Likert-scale, chose what they 
considered more important with a return policy, a larger group of respondents 
preferred environmentally friendly return policy over a return policy with 
no/low cost for the consumer (Figure 8).  

When looking at the survey results regarding the respondents’ previous 
consideration concerning return environmental effects in correlation to what 
aspects they value in a policy,  an interesting contradiction can be observed. The 
majority of previous consideration was reported on the lower side of the scale 
with 44,9% (1=30,3%; 2=14,6%) answering 1 or 2 on the ‘not at all’ side of 
neutral, compared to 34,9% (4=18,0%; 5=16,9%) answering 4 or 5 on the ‘very 
much’ side (see Table 3). However, with the mean of reported importance 
falling on the environmental side of the scope at 3,31, there is an indication that 
when implored consumers value the environment over monetary favourable 
policies. The correlation between the two aspects of consideration and 
importance above demonstrates a gap in the results further indicating a situation 
of information asymmetry. 

Previous research has shown that return policies are considered strategically 
important since it leads to a strong ultimate purchase intention as well as 
represents an increase in consumer trust (Pei et al. 2014). Researchers have 
however also pointed out that e-tailers should increase both their environmental 
responsibility as well as consumers awareness of environmental repercussions 
(Norrström 2018), which is supported by the results in this study. 36% of 
respondents answers indicate a demand for more environmental friendly return 
solutions, such as reduced transports, and showrooms resulting in the possibility 
to evaluate a product before purchase (Figure 10).  According to a report by 
HUI Research (2014), increased returns in e-commerce could contribute to 
more environmentally friendly transport solutions such as an increased fill rate 
in transport and route optimization to reduce the emissions per returned 
product. Moreover, 31% indicates that consumers should take responsibility, 
for example, only order what they intend to buy (Figure 10). Hultén (n.d), claims 
that there are a lot of unnecessary returns, such as 10% of all goods purchased 
online are never picked up by the consumer. 8% of the answers indicate that 
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respondents believe companies should be transparent about the return logistics 
(Figure 10). Considering these results from a justice theory perspective, the 
consumer perceived fairness of a return policy might be negatively influenced. 
With palpable links between companies ethical behaviour and both trust and 
perceived fairness, retailers which do not disclose their processes or show 
environmental responsibility might be recognized as less fair than they 
otherwise would (Nguyen & Klaus 2013). 

Research Question 2: How much do consumers value monetary favourable return policies and 
environmentally conscious return policies respectively and comparably? 

The results of the online survey demonstrate that consumers value both 
monetary favourable return policies and environmentally conscious policies 
respectively. Comparably the environmental aspect is valued higher by a 
substantial majority and based on these results one can determine that the 
environmental aspects regarding this subject is essential. 

5.3. Purchase intention 

The respondents which confirmed that they already had awareness of the two 
environmental aspects (high return-rates and long freight-trips) were substantially 
smaller than its counterpart, implicating that there is currently a state of 
information asymmetry within this area. This thesis further explored whether 
consumers are likely to change their purchase decision due to environmental 
reasons and the correlation between their awareness and this likelihood. Over 
50% of the respondents (women to a greater extent than men) claim that they 
are likely to change their future purchase decision of clothing, due to returns 
negative environmental impacts (Figure 11). The survey questions regarding 
people's awareness indicated that respondents who gained awareness through 
the survey were more likely to change their purchase intentions due to 
environmental reasons than those who already had the knowledge at hand 
(Table 1 & 2). The inquiry regarding high return-rates (question # 7) did not 
show overwhelming differences in the mean concerning their likelihood of 
change, but a distinguishable change at a rise from 3.31 to 3.46, (Table 1). The 
question regarding long freight trips (question #8) did however displayed a 
larger mean shift from 2.95 to 3.54 (Table 2). The change in the mean, from the 
not likely side of neutral of the ones who had knowledge, to the very likely side 
of the ones who lacked previous awareness makes the environmental aspect an 
interesting addition to this research field. This demonstrates that if the 
information gap is reduced then the results of previous research, like the study 
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by Pei et al. (2014) could be rendered invalid. More specifically, the previous 
conclusions that a fuller (cheap/free) return policy is perceived more fair and 
generates a stronger purchase intention is no longer evident because of these 
results. Instead, the results from the correlation between awareness and 
purchase intention, indicates that consumers purchase intention could be driven 
more by a partial (environmentally friendly) policy than its counterpart. 

Information asymmetry means that the consumer lacks information or 
experience when evaluating a product or company (Spence 2002), which may 
result in consumers experiencing uncertainty (Oghazi et al. 2018) or even 
affecting consumers ultimate decision making (Connelly et al. 2011). The 
respondents stated several reasons for not purchasing clothing online within the 
last six months (Figure 12). The main reason this group stated was difficulty 
with evaluating size/fit (Figure 12).  According to Rogers et al. (2002), it is 
significant to update and inform consumers about the size references and exact 
measurements, especially in the fashion e-commerce industry. Moreover, Yan 
(2009) state that a more generous return policy could decrease customer 
sensibility. However, up to 7% of the respondents' answers involved 
environmental reasons for not purchasing clothing online, such as unnecessary 
transport (Figure 12), advocating for this studies concept that consumers have 
an interest in sustainability.  

With consumers purchase intention being directly associated with their 
perceived fairness of a return policy (Pei et al, 2014), the results of this survey 
interpreted from a distributive justice perspective are both supportive and 
contradictory to previous findings. With the majority of the respondents 
considering free/cheap return policies important, the conclusion by Pei et al. 
(2014) that a fuller policy would be considered fair, within justice theory, stands. 
However, as previously mentioned there is an unbalance in the results when the 
consumers in the survey are asked to choose between the concept of a 
free/cheap policy and one which has a positive environmental aspect. This is 
demonstrated by both the fact that a majority of the respondents claims that 
locally processed returns are significant (Figure 7) as well as a larger group of 
the respondents falling on the environmental side of the importance spectrum 
as described in 4.3.1 and Figure 8. A rift in results such as this indicates that 
previous conclusions regarding returns can be questioned, especially within 
contemporary areas such as sustainability. Moreover, with this dimension being 
highly guided by social norms and rules (Bies & Tripp 1995), the environmental 
perspective is therefore very current in said discussion. This is supported by the 
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justice research of Nguyen & Klaus (2013) which further connects the social 
norms to concepts of honesty, transparency, morality, ethics and integrity. 
These are all central parts in regards to trust and corporate responsibility to gain 
advantages in a competitive market, hence also impactful upon the consumer's 
purchase and repurchase intentions.  

Due to the presumption that procedural justice has less impact upon the 
ultimate perception of fairness than interactional and distributive justice, it is 
less likely that this perspective would affect consumers final views (McCollough 
et al. 2000). Nevertheless, the procedural aspect is relevant to online retailers 
strategic decisions, making the results of this survey a valuable attribution to a 
discussion. Policy strategy should according to procedural justice be perceived 
more fair if it demonstrates a firm's capacity for efficiency, flexibility, 
accessibility and control (Tax et al. 1998). Since the survey demonstrated that 
the likelihood of change in purchase decision due to environmental reasons, 
increases with introduced knowledge regarding return processes (Table 1 & 2), 
there is an indication that firms should consider this aspect. Addressing the 
environmental aspect when developing return policies could, from a procedural 
justice perspective, make the consumer evaluation of the return policy fairness 
more positive since it takes into account mentioned aspects such as flexibility 
and control. This is further supported by Leeuw et al. (2016) through the 
strategic notion to work towards significantly reducing the usage of returns 
within e-commerce, both by the company and the consumer,  as this also 
increases perceived value.  

The results demonstrated in Table 4 demonstrates the correlation between the 
two scales of previous consideration and the likelihood of change in purchase 
decision. The table displays that a high previous consideration mirrors high 
likelihood of change in purchase decisions comparable to no/low previous 
consideration which indicates a low likelihood of change. This strong 
correlation (Table 5) reflects research concerning justice theory, claiming that 
consumer behaviour can be greatly affected by aspects of these theoretical 
principles such as trust, transparency and responsibility (Lin et al. 2011; 
Masterson 2001; Kim et al. 2012; Nguyen & Klaus 2013). Conclusively, this 
represents additional indications that consciousness of the environmental 
impacts could decrease consumers purchase intention. 

Research Question 3: How may environmental consciousness affect consumers purchase 
intention? 
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The result of the survey demonstrates that a majority of consumers are likely to 
change their purchase decision due to environmental issues. Based on these 
results, in association with the results of the two previous research questions, 
one could determine that the environmental aspect, from various perspectives 
have negative effects upon consumers purchase intention. 
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6. Conclusion 

With the environmental question being a key-issue of the e-commerce market, 
and the online return-rates being as high as 40-50% for products within the 
fashion industry, one compelling question is why the processes of returns and 
their impacts has been withheld from the public (Cullinane et al. 2017). The 
deficiency in transparency regarding this subject has created a significant 
imbalance in information between e-retailers and consumers, which in turn may 
be a significant reason why return-policies are constructed the way they are 
today. This study considered previous research of return policies as a platform 
but included the variable of environment to enhance the understanding of the 
effects upon consumer purchase intention. 

6.1. Key findings and implications 

This study demonstrates that a majority of consumers are unaware of the 
negative environmental aspects of return processes representing a present state 
of information asymmetry between e-tailers and their customers. When further 
considering that the majority of respondents in  the online survey would 
consider changing their purchase decision due to environmental reasons (Figure 
11), previous conclusions which have not included an environmental aspect can 
be seriously questioned. Unlike previous research, this study presents that when 
consumers are asked to choose between free/cheap policy and an 
environmentally friendly policy the survey participants indicated that they found 
the environmental aspect more important. This causes an imbalance in the 
current research situation as this result can question conclusion already stated, 
such as the model developed by Pei et al. (2014). As awareness regarding returns 
environmental effects increases, this study shows that there is changes how fair 
a policy is perceived and this in turn is highly connected with perceived trust 
and consumers ultimate purchase intention. Conclusively, this study highlights 
indications that the environmental aspect concerning returns, in today's society, 
affect both  consumers views of return policies and their purchase intention 
negatively.  
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6.2. Delimitations 

Given that this study cannot exclude or positively determine the nationality of 
the respondent one delimitation includes the issues with different cultural 
aspects of the views concerning environmental issues. Much previous research 
within return policies have been conducted within other markets than the 
Swedish one where this study originated, which could cause a slight divide from 
an analytic point of view. However, since this study did not verify the nationality 
and therefore neither possible substantial cultural shifts concerning the 
respondents, future research should keep this in mind. 

6.3. Contributions and future research 

The findings in this study provides e-tailers in the fashion industry with valuable 
insights in order to stay relevant in a contemporary market. As the information 
gap analysed in this study might decline and the issues of returns made more 
public, the views of consumers presented in this study may help online 
companies develop improved strategies regarding returns to be competitive and 
prominent. Taking this study's findings into account when developing return 
policies will also be influential upon other areas of business, like the limiting of 
negative word-of-mouth, customer retainment and pricing strategies to name a 
few. Return policies and the connected logistical processes greatly affect e-tailers 
due to the potential loss of customers and thereby revenue. Increased 
environmental awareness should, therefore, be an incentive for companies to 
work towards solutions that are beneficial to the consumers, the companies as 
well as the environment. 

To develop the research situation, future research is encouraged to focus more 
upon how the return processes tangibly affects the environment. There is also 
a gap in which research about consumer behaviour could be highly interesting 
in this area and this will expand the possibility to consider the strategic 
contributions of this research area. Moreover, the market- and respondent size 
of future studies, that does not share this papers limitations and constraints, 
should be expanded to include differences in geographical as well as cultural 
aspects. 
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