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Clothing and Textile industries carry a significant contribution to the global economy, generating a flow of income for many developing countries (MacCarthy & Jayarathne, 2012). However, the negative aspect of the seemingly productive economic activities is also highlighted by sweatshop labor practices (Shen, Wang, Lo, & Shum, 2012). Sweatshop has been illustrated as the symbol of corporate greed and also portrayed as the institution of labor exploitation since the last decade of the twentieth century (Smestad, 2009). In response, consumers started to put pressure on retailers to increase the standards of working conditions and labor treatment (Adams, 2002). According to Phau, Teah, and Chuah (2015), consumers are increasingly concerned with various ethical issues in business. Consumers’ continuing concern regarding sweatshops and unethical labor practices has made the clothing businesses to implement codes of conduct as well as collaborate with NGOs or other groups to monitor/implement voluntary initiatives.

Given the importance of consumers’ roles in changing business practices, studies have investigated consumer perceptions and attitudes related to sweatshops (e.g., Rudell, 2006). In recent years, among many sources of consumer information, social media has played a significant role in raising such awareness among consumers regarding ethical business practices (Bhaduri & Ha-Brookshire, 2011). Not many studies have, however, used social media data to investigate in-depth consumer perceptions or propensity, although there have been many studies that analyzed public tweets in response to specific threads or on particular issues/brands (e.g., #whomademycloths, GAP). Most studies that reported consumer concerns over sweatshops or unethical labor practices used survey methods where importance rating on ethical issues is typically inflated due to a social desirability bias. On the other hand, social media, such as Twitter, contain a significant amount of existing data without sources of bias. The purpose of this study was to analyze Twitter user-generated data on sweatshops to investigate (1) opinion of users regarding sweatshop labor; 2) what the public associates with sweatshops and unethical labor practices in the apparel sector. This study was based on Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) grounded theory to analyze the user-generated raw data on Twitter. This qualitative approach is an inductively driven, in which engages a systematic process and analysis to develop new insights from data. That is, the approach can be used to code, create categories, and develop a concept based on qualitative data (Lai, 2015).

An inductive content analysis was conducted to create code, categorizes, and find associated themes. First, a total of 1,800 tweets between February 2018 to January 2019 were collected by advanced searches on Twitter using the keyword options, Sweatshop, Child labor, and Living wage. Clothing or Apparel or Textiles terms were associated with every keyword to limit the data related to the apparel sector. The ‘Web Scraper’ plug-in tool and ‘ScrapeHero’ software ware used to crawl the tweets. The data collected through the scraper were screened, and irrelevant and duplications were deleted. Because this study was geared to discovering consumers' opinions and underlying associations with the sweatshop practices, tweets by NGOs, fashion companies, or communities were also excluded. After this procedure, a total of 500 tweets were coded based on their contents. Later, those codes were checked and revised for consistency by two researchers to increase the reliability of the coding schemes. Subsequently, a cluster analysis was conducted to visualize the association structure of the codes. The coding and cluster analyses were conducted using NVivo version 12 software.


The analysis resulted in eight themes. Figure 1 shows the cluster diagram of the themes. There was a large stream of tweets that were categorized into eight themes. They showed a clear association between the brands and sweatshop practices. In a theme, ‘criticizing the brand,’ most users tended to direct their criticism to the politicians or celebrities whose clothing line and brands were under scrutiny. It was evident that those tweets were not only to associate sweatshops with unethical practices but also to use it as a way to express political opinions. For instance, the tweet, “A non-elected person, without a real job in the WH, whose fashion line used Asian child labor and who is utterly gone deaf and unrelatable? No thank you. Pack your family of grifters home” carried a notion that sweatshop practices were a clear indication of the individual’s ethics beyond the brand/line. Another theme within the stream emphasized consumers’ roles as a changing agent through their purchasing power. They also expressed their intentions or motivated others not to shop at clothing brands known to use sweatshops or buy from thrift stores. Another stream of themes reflected the tweeters’ realistic yet generalizing views to criticize ‘unfairness’ or ‘consumers' concerns. Many were sarcastic in nature about the inconsistencies of consumers. For example, “it is sort of paradoxical that the same people who occasionally give ten bucks to charities are the same who spends hundreds of dollars on sweatshop-fabricated clothing items.” In another theme, fast fashion was associated with sweatshops. A relatively small number of but exclusive tweets were expressing their disturbing feelings over child labor or similar labor exploitations. Other themes included criticisms toward general consumers’ ignorance, opinions in which sweatshops were accepted as a way to overcome the structural inequity around the world. One tweet reads, “For you or I, two dollars a day is very little. When the alternative to a sweatshop job is rooting in the trash - common in poor countries - the sweatshop can look really good in comparison. Stopping the third-world textile trade is a great way to keep them third- world.” At the same time, one theme was warning other tweeters for generalizing all the apparel factories or fashion business as sweatshops. It appears that these tweets categorized in these themes were providing somewhat contradicting opinions in response to other tweets that were commonly identified as criticism. There was a clear indication that the sweatshops were out of the ethical norms of our society across the themes. However, it appears that most tweets were highly opinionated against consumers, brands, or a sector without a clear rationale and very few were relating the issues to themselves or their responsibilities.

The findings of this study are crucial to advance our knowledge related to the ‘attitude-behavior gap’ in the ethical consumption literature (Reimers, Magnuson, & Chao, 2016). The information from this study will help the fashion businesses understand various focuses of consumer attitudes towards ethical issues. Since most of the tweets are from American tweeter users, hence the findings cannot be generalized. Therefore, to achieve a more generalized finding, tweets from all around the world should be analyzed.
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Figure 1. Clustered themes based on twitter users
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