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As the environmental and ethical concerns grow, consumers are increasingly 
demanding sustainable fashion (Gwozdz et al., 2017), shifting their attention not only to 
finished garments but also to their raw materials, particularly sustainable fibers 
(Rahaman et al., 2024). Cotton is a fundamental natural fiber with a rich history (Textile 
Exchange, 2022). Nowadays, sustainable cotton, produced through organic farming, 
regenerative agriculture, or fair-trade practices, has emerged as a new topic in 
discussions about responsible consumption (Bayramova et al., 2024). Social media 
platforms like Reddit have become spaces where consumers actively share opinions, 
experiences, and concerns about sustainable cotton, reflecting evolving attitudes toward 
eco-friendly textiles (Valentine, 2019). Yet, despite this growing discourse, there 
remains a gap in academic research analyzing how consumers perceive and discuss 
sustainable cotton in digital communities. This study aims to explore Reddit discussions 
to uncover consumer sentiments, knowledge gaps, and key themes surrounding 
sustainable cotton, providing valuable insights for fashion practitioners and researchers 
invested in sustainable fashion. 
 
This study employs Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory as its theoretical 
framework. According to the theory, when individuals engage in discussions about 
sustainable cotton on social media, they may encounter information that contradicts 
their initial understanding or challenges brands’ sustainability claims. This exposure can 
trigger cognitive dissonance, creating an internal conflict as their beliefs clash with new 
evidence. To mitigate this tension, individuals may search other alternatives, adjust their 
purchasing behavior, or rationalize prior decisions. Previous research has applied this 
theory to examine how varying levels of greenwashing damage fashion brands’ 
reputations (De Jong et al., 2020). In this study, cognitive dissonance theory is utilized 
to interpret how consumers manage mixed information about sustainable cotton and 
brands, offering insights into their decision-making processes. 
 
In this study, Reddit was chosen as the data source due to its extensive user base, 
which engages in detailed discussions on sustainable cotton. To get the relevant data, 
we used the search term “sustainable cotton” to identify pertinent posts and comments 
on Reddit platform. Only posts that have a minimum of five comments were considered 
for analysis to ensure sufficient depth of discussion. 1,065 comments from 32 distinct 
posts were collected using Python on April 20, 2025. Two researchers independently 
manual review the content of the textual data. Meanwhile, Latent Dirichlet Allocation 
(LDA) algorithms (Blein et al., 2023), were utilized to extract the topics from these 
comments. This dual-method approach allowed for a thorough examination of the data, 
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where the topics and sentiments identified through the LDA analysis were cross-verified 
and enriched by manual review. 
 
Three themes are categorized from the manual review analysis. The first theme 
concerns brand and product endorsement and critique. Consumer discussions 
reveal a dynamic process of brand assessment, where participants actively share both 
positive experiences and critical observations about sustainable cotton products. These 
recommendations often include specific attributes such as comfort, durability, and price-
value ratio that drive purchasing decisions. Conversely, the critical observation “Uniqlo 
is sadly just fast fashion, not sustainable” followed by the immediate alternative 
suggestion “I prefer Muji over Uniqlo” illustrates that consumers actively reduce 
discomfort by rejecting brands that threaten their self-concept and could easily find 
another alternative sustainable brand. 
 
The second theme focuses on the comparison of different sustainable fibers. While 
the original Reddit questions centered on sustainable cotton, customers naturally 
extended their discussion to compare multiple sustainable fibers, including cotton, 
organic cotton, hemp, recycled polyester, Merino wool, bamboo fibers, etc. "Producing 
bamboo bedding requires 12 chemicals that are toxic to the environment" underscores 
concerns about "green" materials that may have hidden environmental costs. Practical 
durability concerns emerge in critiques like “Your 100% wool socks will develop holes a 
lot faster than the ones with a small percentage of nylon”, illustrating how consumers 
balance sustainability ideals with product longevity. “Organic 100% natural tends to be 
definitely more sustainable but a lot more expensive” reveals that economic realities 
constrain sustainable aspirations. A consensus emerges that natural fibers are 
perceived as inherently more eco-friendly than synthetics, even recycled ones. The 
discussions reveal that consumers demand clearer lifecycle data of different fibers to 
make fully informed decisions. 
 
The third theme is the Practical ways to Sustainable Fashion. For consumers 
seeking sustainable cotton, the ultimate objective is sustainable fashion. Consumer 
discussions reveal a proactive approach to resolving the cognitive dissonance between 
sustainability ideals and real-world constraints by sharing pragmatic tips, such as thrift 
stores, check certificates, references tool (e.g., Good on you). These ways mitigate the 
dissonance that arises when personal knowledge is incomplete. Comments like 
“Nothing is 100% eco- friendly. Just do your best” explicitly acknowledge and rationalize 
dissonance, shows that consumers permit minor compromises to maintain overall 
commitment to sustainability goals. 
 
The LDA results are visualized in the plot, with each topic represented by a bubble 
containing its top five keywords. The similar bubble sizes without overlapping areas, 
demonstrate that the LDA model has effectively captured clear, well-separated topics. 
Among these topics, Topics 1 and 3 align with the first theme, indicating consumers are 
searching for affordable sustainable cotton product/brands with high quality. Topics 2, 4, 
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and 6 fall into the second theme. Besides 
organic cotton, consumers also choose 
hemp, wool, and synthetic material, blend 
fabric, etc. Practical durability concerns 
emerge in critiques like “Your 100% wool 
socks will develop holes a lot faster than the 
ones with a small percentage of nylon”, 
illustrating how consumers balance 
sustainability ideals with product longevity. 
Topic 5 is categorized into the third theme. 
Thrift store and self-sewing are alternative 
ways to achieve conscious consumption. 
 
This study utilized manual review and LDA 
text-mining to extract key themes/topics from 

Reddit data. The manual review captures the major themes, and the LDA topics adds 
more contextual details. The result provides a deep understanding of consumer 
perceptions of sustainable cotton with broader sustainable fashion considerations. 
Although the Reddit threads were initially framed around sustainable cotton, user 
discussions frequently expanded to include a wide range of textiles and fibers. This shift 
reflects consumers' efforts to navigate the complexity and contradictions inherent in 
sustainability claims. By comparing materials (e.g., hemp, bamboo, recycled polyester, 
etc.), participants engaged in evaluative thinking (weighing environmental, ethical, and 
functional trade-offs) and moral justification (seeking materials that better align with their 
values) to mitigate their dissonance. Customers also demonstrate sophisticated 
awareness of sustainability trade-offs, yet consistently strive to make more informed 
choices through thrifting, third-party verification, and peer knowledge-sharing. Fashion 
practitioners should clearly communicate the trade-offs of different fibers, instead of 
promoting overly simplistic narratives (e.g., “nature” = “sustainable”). They should also 
provide transparent information on fiber lifecycle impacts, particularly for blended 
fabrics, to support more informed consumer decision-making and foster greater trust in 
sustainability claims. 
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