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Abstract 

Background  

Since the Stonewall Uprising in 1969 there has been a notable rise in LGBTQ+ advertising as 

companies have recognised the commercial potential of this market segment. However, this 

increase has been accompanied by performative activism and inauthentic engagement, referred 

to as rainbow washing. This research aims to explore queer perceptions of this advertising and 

its broader implications on identity, representation, and consumer trust.  

 

Methods 

Fourteen LGBTQ+ identifying participants were recruited through convenience and snowball 

sampling. Participants represented varying genders, including male, female and transgender, 

and sexual orientations such as gay, lesbian and bisexual. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with 14 core questions and subsequent follow up questions. To ensure a shared 

understanding of the concept, participants were provided with visual stimuli and a brief 

explanatory overview of rainbow washing prior to discussion. 

 

Results 

Thematic analysis revealed four main themes including, Clothing and Identity, Representation, 

Authenticity and Future aspirations. These themes reflect both emotional and critical responses 

to current fashion advertising practices. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study contributes to the limited literature on LGBTQ+ consumer perspectives in the 

context of rainbow washing and the fashion industry. By highlighting the psychological effects 

of inauthentic branding, it reveals the need for more genuine and inclusive marketing strategies. 
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The findings offer a foundation for future research and advocate for a more ethical approach to 

LGBTQ+ representation in fashion marketing. 
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1. Introduction 

In 2009, President Obama officially recognised June as Pride Month in the US (Lee, 

2022), a celebration rooted in the 1969 Stonewall Uprising. This was a pivotal moment in 

LGBTQ+ history when activists resisted police brutality and began the modern queer rights 

movement. Decades later in 2014, the first legal gay marriages took place in the UK (Marriage 

[Same Sex Couples] Act, 2013). In the following year, same-sex marriages were recognised in 

the US (BBC, 2015), resulting in 26 million Facebook accounts putting the Pride flag on their 

profile pictures to show solidarity (Dewey, 2015). The economic influence of the LGBTQ+ 

community is growing and as the attitudes towards the community are changing, there is a 

potential to market towards this newly accepted group (Coombes & Singh, 2022). Corporate 

marketing strategies targeting LGBTQ+ consumers have shifted over time, reflecting societal 

changes in acceptance and visibility. However, recently there has been an emergence of 

campaigns which may not reflect a company’s deeper organisational values and contain a lack 

of long-term advocacy and support. These campaigns are often referred to as ‘rainbow 

washing’. This is where a brand uses LGBTQ+ iconography in advertising to signal support, 

without taking meaningful action to further back the community (Champlin & Li, 2020).  

 

Authentic advocacy and rainbow washing can sometimes be difficult to distinguish 

between. Some brands have prioritised their queer consumers and have positively impacted the 

community. For example, MAC’s VIVA GLAM lipstick, available all year round, has donated 

100% of proceeds to LGBTQ+ and AIDS organisations since 1994 (MAC Cosmetics, n.d.).  In 

addition, Levi’s brings out a pride collection every year and has been supporting the community 

in a variety of ways since 1982, such as, donating to the first AIDS clinic, participating in Pride 

parades, joining the UN Global LGBTI Standards of Conduct for Business and continuing to 

educate employees, as well as customers, about LGBTQ+ rights and issues (Levi Strauss & 
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Co, n.d.). On the other hand, brands such as H&M have been accused of rainbow washing due 

to their lack of transparency for donations and geographical contradictions (selling Pride 

merchandise in countries with anti-LGBTQ+ laws) (BBC, 2018).  

 

While some corporations continue to take part in performative allyship, this contrasts 

rising global anti-LGBTQ+ political rhetoric and legislation. While LGBTQ+ rights have 

advanced in many Western countries, they are increasingly faced with opposition from 

conservative and far right movements which prioritise ‘traditional values’. For example, the 

US President, Donald Trump, declared there were only two genders (male and female) and the 

Trump administration (2025-present) have rolled back diversity, equality and inclusion (DEI) 

programmes in the federal government (Wendling & Epstein, 2025). In Italy, the Prime 

Minister, Giorgia Meloni, has undermined LGBTQ+ rights by restricting same-sex parental 

rights, banning surrogacy domestically and it’s use abroad by Italian citizens, as well as 

limiting IVF to heterosexual couples (Rizzitelli, 2023). Similarly, Hungary’s 2021 ‘anti-

LGBTQ+ propaganda’ law prohibits the “depiction and promotion” of “diverse gender 

identities and sexual orientations” in public communications such as public education, media 

and advertisements (Amnesty International, 2024). Fewer companies published Pride 

campaigns during Pride month 2022 compared to 2021 (Basak & Piper, 2022), suggesting the 

growing rhetoric is changing support levels for the queer community. Nonetheless, these 

regressive policies around the world have made the LGBTQ+ community a popular topic of 

discussion both in parliament and in society.  

 

Despite this visibility, the psychological and cultural impact of rainbow washing on 

LGBTQ+ individuals, is under researched. There has been previous research on rainbow 

washing, particularly with regards to the major corporations which participate during Pride 
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month, but less specifically on fashion related companies and their effects. Additionally, most 

of the previous research consists of qualitative content analyses of advertisements or social 

media campaigns and less involve gaining insight from those in the community.  

 

Fashion is key to how we express our identities and for some queer people, it is an 

indicator of sexuality, gender and preferences (Rudd, 1996). Fashion plays a role in queer 

subcultures, visibility of the community and has historical ties to queer moments in history 

such as the AIDS crisis (Picardi, 2020). Nevertheless, the fashion industry’s exploitative or 

superficial engagement with LGBTQ+ consumers remain overlooked.  

 

This dissertation investigates the perceptions of rainbow washing in the fashion 

industry from LGBTQ+ members. The links between sexuality, gender and fashion are 

discussed in relation to explicit queer marketing strategies. A qualitative research design was 

carried out through semi-structured interviews with 14 LGBTQ+ members (aged 20-31). 

Included were lesbian, bisexual and transgender individuals, who were recruited through 

convenience and snowball sampling. Topics discussed include clothing and its relation to 

sexual identity and gender, rainbow washing in the fashion industry, Pride month and the use 

of the Pride flag. Interviews were transcribed and analysed using Braun and Clark’s (2006) 

thematic analysis.  

 

This dissertation begins with a literature review critically analysing previous literature 

surrounding the topic. The methodology is then explained, followed by the results of the data 

analysis. A discussion is then presented following analysing results and comparing with 

previous literature’s findings, as well as limitations of the study and suggestions for future 

research.  
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2. Literature Review 

 

Clothing is a non-verbal form of communication which displays identity by showing 

individuals thoughts and feelings through codes and signifiers (Akdemir, 2018; Angerosa, 

2014). Queer identity can be complex so dress can be symbolic for expressing this to others 

(Rudd, 1996). Recognising this, fashion brands have increasingly used the symbolic power of 

clothing to align themselves with social justice causes, including LGBTQ+ rights. This chapter 

reviews previous literature on the relationship between clothing and identity, the rise of 

corporate social responsibility, and the implications of brand activism on LGBTQ+ visibility 

and representation. Together, this literature offers a critical foundation for the present study. 

 

2.1 Social Identity Theory, Social Cognitive Theory, Virtue Signalling & Tokenism  

The etymology of the word queer is uncertain, but its meaning has evolved significantly 

over time. Initially used to denote something ‘strange’ or ‘eccentric,’ it came to imply a sense 

of being ‘unwell’ in the 18th century. In the 19th century it then became associated with 

homosexuality (Cresswell, 2021). Today, in Western society, the commonly accepted 

definition involves a person who has a sexual or gender identity which does not correspond 

with traditional ideas of sexuality or gender (Oxford University Press, n.d.). Despite these 

shifts, the term has consistently been linked to a sense of otherness and a position outside of 

social norms. Throughout history, communities have formed among individuals who do not 

conform to dominant societal norms, for example, the development of gay communities 

(Wilkinson et al., 2012). 

 

Social Identity Theory (SIT) explains that in many social situations people don’t think 

of themselves as individuals, but rather as a group, which can impact self-definition and 

interpersonal behaviour (Ellemers & Haslam, 2012). Social movements, such as the LGBTQ+ 
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rights movement, play a part in the construction of new identities and cultural codes that can 

be received by the whole community (Armstrong & Bernstein, 2008; Taylor et al., 2009). 

Previous research has found that gay individuals use clothing to express their sexuality and 

signify group belonging (Schofield & Schmidt, 2005; Holliday, 2001; Rothblum, 1994; Taub, 

2003). Before gay liberation, clothing choices and mannerisms were used to communicate 

sexuality subtly and safely between the community (Schofield & Schmidt, 2005). However, 

Feinberg et al. (1992) found that despite clothing carrying meaning, it is too simplistic to say 

that meaning always reflects social identity. There are other contextual components individuals 

consider when dressing such as limited clothing choices, brand perceptions and relations to 

personality.  

 

While Social Identity Theory highlights how group affiliation influences self-

expression, Social Cognitive Theory builds on this by exploring how external influences, such 

as media and symbolic representations, can shape personal identity and behaviour. Social 

cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) discusses the links between behaviour, environmental factors 

and personal factors (Nabavi, 2012). Within personal factors there is self-efficacy which is 

concerned with individual’s beliefs of their own capabilities. The theory explains that 

individuals observe other behaviour and environmental factors which influence their self-

efficacy and, therefore, self-perception (Luszczynska & Schwarzer, 2015). The media 

presented by companies, that individuals consume, can alter behaviours and perspectives on 

topics and themselves, either intentionally or not (Pajares et al., 2009). New ideas, behaviours 

and social practises are distributed by symbolic modelling to foster a global consciousness 

(Bandura, 2009). Shanafelt (2008) explains that flags can evoke social solidarity or be a symbol 

of separation, for example, most individuals understand a rainbow flag as a symbol of Pride. 
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This powerful icon can bring the community together through its symbolic meaning and rich 

cultural history. 

 

Building on this understanding of media’s role in shaping identity and social norms, it 

is important to recognise how companies harness symbolic representations, not only to foster 

inclusivity, but sometimes to strategically enhance their image through performative acts. In 

the past few decades, companies often participate in virtue signalling, which is when actions 

are solely motivated by the wish to exhibit good social conscience or political convictions to 

gain recognition and approval (Oxford University Press, n.d.). This performative activism is 

done with the aim to alter public perceptions of the company, for example to make them seem 

LGBTQ+ friendly though rainbow washing. Tosi & Warmke (2016) call this concept ‘moral 

grandstanding’ and argue it is actively harmful to the functioning of public discourse because 

it impairs our collective ability to improve moral beliefs and promote healthy change.  

 

Virtue signalling often involves featuring public figures who belong to minority groups 

or are associated with particular social justice issues, to make a brand seem inclusive. This 

performative allyship falls under tokenism, which is when diversified characters or content are 

incorporated in campaigns, for their appearance rather than genuine representation (Van Beers, 

2022). Diversified minorities might be present, but their lived experiences are not reflected, 

allowing for problematic stereotypes to arise (Van Beers, 2022; Carbone, 2021). Kanter’s 

(1977) tokenism theory, which focused on women in the workplace, proposed that when 

tokenism occurs, those identified as 'tokens' often feel further marginalised, experience 

increased scrutiny, and face intensified cultural boundaries rather than greater inclusion or 

acceptance. Therefore, the use of individuals to convey a politically just image can have 

contrary effects on those individuals. This often happens in rainbow washing campaigns where 
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LGBTQ+ models or icons are used as the face of the campaign. However, Yoder & Sinnett’s 

(1985) case study on tokenism found that male tokens did not experience marginalisation in 

the workplace but rather received additional support and progressed more rapidly than their 

non-token counterparts. This suggests that the negative consequences of tokenism cannot be 

attributed exclusively to underrepresentation. 

 

2.2 Corporate Social Responsibility 

The tension between appearance and authenticity in tokenistic practises highlights the 

broader struggle of how brands engage with social issues. Corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) strategies aim to be a framework for ethical, meaningful engagement with communities.  

CSR is the commitment by a business to act ethically and contribute to economic development 

while improving the quality of life for its workforce, local community and society at large 

(WBCSD, 1998). It emphasises actions and consequences, for example, better brand reputation 

therefore increased sales, rather than truly changing company values (Wettstein and Baur, 

2016). In addition, there are different levels of CSR depending on activity related to support of 

a community (Kim, 2023). Furthermore, ‘CSR fit’ is the extent to which a CSR programme is 

congruent with a company’s core business, image or target market (Kim & Ferguson, 2019). 

When companies have a high CSR fit, they are perceived to be more authentic (Kim, 2023), 

highlighting the importance of the relationship between brand perception and activism. 

However, the definition for CSR is not finalised due to varying approaches of understanding 

(Van Marrewijk, 2003).  

 

Vredenburg et al. (2020) explored brand activism as an emergent marketing strategy 

due to the rise of CSR tactics. They define brand activism through four characteristics including 

brand purpose (beyond economic interest), engaging with controversial or political topics, 
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having a progressive or conservative stance and their corporate practises aligning with purpose 

and values. They argue activist marketing is important for market success as it changes brand 

perceptions and it is a potential for wider social change. Similarly, inauthentic brand activism 

is unethical because it is misleading and can cause a sense of distrust from customers and limit 

social change. However, this work focuses on business objectives and how companies can 

market to their consumers better. While this is important, it does not recognise the personal 

effects of brand activism on consumers both in the LGBTQ+ community and not.  

 

2.3 Rainbow Washing  

The growing adoption of CSR strategies by brands has been accompanied by the rise 

of inauthentic activism which is often driven by a desire to enhance social approval rather than 

effect meaningful change. Rainbow washing is when a brand uses LGBTQ+ symbols and 

iconography in advertising to signal their support, without taking meaningful action to further 

help the community (Champlin & Li, 2020). It is derived from the term woke washing which 

refers to the appropriation of social activism language in marketing (Dowell & Jackson, 2020). 

Other well-known examples of this include greenwashing (environmental), pink washing 

(breast cancer) and racial justice advertising. With rising support from younger generations 

regarding the community, brands have begun to implement their support into advertisements 

for both profit and popularity (Foret, 2023; Carroll, 1991; 1999). Rainbow washing strategies 

commonly involve branded packaging, public statements of support, temporarily adopting 

Pride related profile pictures and incorporating queer symbols or featuring LGBTQ+ 

individuals in campaigns (Rowe, 2023). Such tactics often rely on overt visual elements, 

including the Pride flag and slogans like “love is love,” to signal inclusivity. Nonverbal 

symbols, particularly the rainbow flag, are frequently used to reinforce verbal messaging and 

provide contextual depth in content (Um et al., 2015). However, the symbolic use of the 
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rainbow flag is not universally interpreted as a mark of genuine support. Wolowic et al. (2017) 

found that while LGBTQ+ individuals may associate the flag with positive meanings and 

feelings of safety, it does not inherently guarantee authentic allyship or institutional 

commitment. Some radical gay groups consider the symbol a commodified, white identity 

which does not consider the diversity of the community (Hauksson-Tresch, 2021). 

 

In addition, Nölke (2018) analysed LGBT-specific media advertisements and found 

that the representation in these types of campaigns is predominantly focused on white, healthy, 

middle-class, gay men. These portrayals in campaigns often reinforce previous beliefs about 

the LGBTQ+ community, which further marginalise groups who are already underrepresented 

in mainstream media, such as lesbians, bisexuals, and transgender individuals. This type of 

stereotyping can become harmful because it leads to expectations about the social group and 

restricts opportunities for that group (Grau & Zotos, 2016). This suggests not all LGBTQ+ 

marketing appeals to the whole community and might have different impacts on consumers.  

 

Given the complexity of symbolic representation and the selective portrayals within 

LGBTQ+ advertising, it is important to explore how consumers perceive such campaigns, 

particularly in relation to the authenticity of brand support. Previous research has investigated 

LGBTQ+ advertisement style and how it effects perceived rainbow washing. Wulf et al. (2022) 

conducted a quantitative study examining LGBTQ+ support in brand advertisements by 

comparing the use of vague messaging and imagery. Participants were shown different 

advertisements with varying levels of LGBTQ+ imagery and vagueness of claim. They found 

that concrete messages of support were less deceiving to customers, resulting in better brand 

and ad evaluation. In addition, the use of the Pride flag decreased perceptions of rainbow 

washing for both non-LGBTQ+ individuals and those who are in the community. However, 
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similar to many other studies, this work focused solely on gay and lesbian couples and did not 

address other minority groups within the LGBTQ+ community or their associated flags and 

symbols. Furthermore, the advertisements predominantly featured either lesser-known or 

fictional companies, therefore neglecting to acknowledge the established reputations of 

recognised brands, which could influence the reception of LGBTQ+ campaigns.  

 

Ignatzek & De Jong (2022) also explored brand perceptions of LGBTQ+ images in 

fashion advertising and the impact on brand authenticity. This study used a qualitative approach 

with semi-structured interviews, asking questions regarding perception, authenticity and 

preferences. They found that participants perceived the brand positively, neutrally or 

negatively. Those who perceived it neutrally appreciated the inclusion in the advertisements 

but were sceptical of the brands intentions due to past experiences with other fast fashion 

brands who were only inclusive during Pride to make a profit. This suggests individuals cannot 

form solid perceptions about brands without consistent support beyond Pride month. This study 

however used images for the advertisements which were based on common and stereotypical 

displays of the LGBTQ+ community, meaning if other members of the community, such as 

transgender individuals were used, perceptions could be different.  

 

While previous research has examined consumer perceptions of LGBTQ+ advertising, 

it often overlooks the distinct perspectives within the LGBTQ+ community itself. As 

individuals interpret the world through the lens of their past experiences and predispositions 

(McLeod et al., 2017), queer individuals, who are shaped by unique lived experiences, may 

perceive targeted advertising in ways that differ significantly from their heterosexual 

counterparts. 
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2.4 Gaps in the Literature  

While existing literature on rainbow washing includes both qualitative and quantitative 

studies, much of this research predominantly centres around brand advertising and marketing 

strategies, rather than the lived experiences or psychological impacts on individuals. Studies 

grounded in social identity theory and social cognitive theory, related to fashion and clothing 

as forms of self-expression, particularly emphasise the significant role of dress and symbolic 

representation in the construction and communication of identity. This study seeks to address 

this gap by examining how fashion brand’s rainbow washing campaigns are perceived by 

members of the LGBTQ+ community and exploring the implications on queer visibility and 

representation. 
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3. Methods 

3.1 Participants  

Fourteen participants, aged 20-31, were interviewed. Participants were members of the 

LGBTQ+ community, including five lesbians, four bisexuals, two gay people and three queer 

people. Pronouns of participants included she/her (5), she/they (3), he/him (2), non-binary (3) 

and any pronouns (1). Participants were recruited through convenience and snowball sampling, 

using existing queer networks through personal connections and university. Due to the personal 

nature of the study, previously knowing participants helped aid a rapport and ensure comfort. 

To recruit participants, they were directly contacted through email or Instagram (see Appendix 

C).  

 

3.2 Methods & Materials  

Due to the exploratory nature of the study, a qualitative approach was chosen (Creswell 

& Poth, 2017) to investigate the perceptions of rainbow washing in the fashion industry by the 

LGBTQ+ community. Participants engaged in one to one, semi-structured interviews (self-

designed) comprising of 14 core questions. Follow-up questions were asked based on responses 

to allow for exploration of topics and further data. Questions discussed demographics, clothing 

choices and rainbow washing. Prior to the rainbow washing questions, participants were 

presented with three visual examples of rainbow washing (See Appendix C), accompanied with 

a brief explanatory overview to ensure understanding of the concept for those unfamiliar. 

Interviews were recorded on Microsoft Teams and transcribed.  

 

3.2.1 Interview stimuli 

Three images were shown of pride campaigns which could be perceived as rainbow 

washing. The stimuli featured campaigns from Marks & Spencer (2019), Adidas (2022), and 
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H&M (2018), each representing different forms of rainbow washing. M&S’s ‘LGBT 

Sandwich’ was selected due to its viral notoriety, increasing the likelihood of participant 

awareness. Adidas’s campaign, although featuring queer artists and models, was included to 

highlight the disconnect between its branding and corporate practices. H&M, a fast-fashion 

brand known for superficial LGBTQ+ advocacy, showed surface-level inclusivity. Together, 

these cases demonstrated the broad range of rainbow washing. 

 

3.3 Procedure  

Interviews took place online via Microsoft Teams with the information sheet, consent 

form, debrief sheet and interview stimuli being sent to participants at the beginning of the 

interview. Once they read through the information sheet and consent form and consent was 

given, the recording began. Verbal consent was confirmed, due to the anonymous nature of the 

study. The interview and data withdrawal process were then explained, and a personal 

pseudonym was given to each participant. Fourteen core questions were asked in an informal 

nature with a conversational tone (See Appendix C). Once the interview was complete, the 

recording was stopped, and participants were asked to read a debrief form.  

 

3.4 Data analysis  

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) was used to identify common themes in the 

data to develop an understanding of queer perceptions of rainbow washing. The interview 

recordings were automatically transcribed using Microsoft Teams and then manually edited to 

correct any errors in the transcripts. 

 

The coding process was conducted in Microsoft Word over three iterative stages. During the 

initial round, I familiarised myself with the data, generating preliminary codes to highlight 
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noteworthy segments. In subsequent rounds, I refined these codes in a separate Word 

document, clarifying their definitions and beginning to organise them into broader categories. 

Following this, I developed mind maps to visually structure the relationships between codes 

and emerging themes. The sub-themes were continually reorganised into broader overarching 

themes until a finalised structure was established in which each theme coherently encompassed 

its associated sub-themes. 

 

3.5 Research ethics  

This research adheres to the ‘University of the Arts Code of Practice on Research 

Ethics’ and the ‘BPS Code of Human Research Ethics’. Ethical approval was sought and 

granted by the Psychology Research ethics Panel on 13.02.25. Given the sensitive nature of 

this research, which engages with personal identity and emotional experiences, ethical 

protocols were implemented to ensure participant comfort and autonomy. These measures 

included: (1) emphasising their right to decline answering any question, (2) explaining their 

right to terminate the interview at any time without penalty, (3) allowing data withdrawal up 

to two weeks post-interview, and (4) providing access to support services via the debriefing 

sheet. To further reduce potential distress, interviews began with neutral introductory 

questions, allowing participants to gradually begin the discussion before addressing more 

complex topics. 

 

3.6 Reflexivity  

It is important acknowledge my position in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2019), 

as a queer-identifying, cis-gender, white researcher, which may impact participants' 

perceptions and therefore their responses. I maintained awareness of the possible power 

dynamic between researcher and participants and how my tone and interpreted emotions could 
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influence answers. To reduce these effects, I aimed to speak in a neutral tone, avoided leading 

questions, and consciously mirrored participants' language and perspectives to avoid imposing 

my own opinions. By affirming their views and asking follow-up questions based on their 

expressed experiences, I aimed to encourage openness while minimising researcher bias. 
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4. Results 

This research aims to explore queer perceptions of rainbow-washing within the fashion 

industry, with particular focus on ideas such as clothing and self-expression, the perceived 

impact of rainbow-washing campaigns, their influence on queer visibility and representation, 

as well as broader reflections on the topic. As an explorative study, the themes were not 

predetermined but emerged from the participants’ narratives, allowing the data to guide the 

direction of the analysis rather than being shaped by set research aims. 

 

This section will cover the identified themes and sub-themes, discovered through 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2019). Thematic analysis resulted in four key themes 

with two to four subthemes, respectively: Identity and Visibility, Representation, Authenticity 

and Future Aspirations. A themes table has been used to present a summary of the themes and 

subthemes identified (see Figure 1 below).  

 

Figure 1. Themes Table of Queer Perceptions of Rainbow Washing in the Fashion Industry.  
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4.1 Identity and Visibility  

This theme explores how participants understand and express their queer identities 

through fashion, and how visibility is experienced both personally and socially. Clothing, 

expression and participants views on the Pride flag are explored in this theme.  

 

4.1.1: Clothing and Identity 

Participants spoke about how clothing affected their confidence and is influenced by 

their personality, for example, one participant said they “feel more confident” when they think 

they “look good” in their outfit (P1). Another participant explains clothing is “a very large part 

of … self-expression” (P12) 

Other participants however were negatively affected by their clothes. Their confidence 

decreased and they felt “self-conscious” wearing clothing they felt didn’t reflected them 

positively (P7). In addition, “wearing Pride stuff” made them “feel alienated, not seen” (P4), 

highlighting the need for clothing to portray one’s identity.   

 

4.1.2: Sexuality/Gender Expression 

Participants said clothes were a signifier of their sexuality and that they might “dress 

gay” even if “it’s not necessarily conscious” (P1). Other participants explain the clothes they 

wear express their “sexuality and personality” (P5) and are a form of “self-expression” (P12).  

Another perspective emerged from gender queer individuals, who explain “gender is 

more of something [they’re] conscious of” (P12). Participant four explains how clothing is a 

signifier for their gender: 

“As like a trans person, to express gender identity, as especially like pre medical 

transition [clothing is] the only kind of clue you can give people to hopefully get … 

perceived in the way you want to be perceived” (P4) 
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4.1.3: Symbolic Meaning of Pride Flag 

The Pride flag means different things to different participants. Some see it as “a symbol 

that is there for the whole gay community” (P4), creating a sense of togetherness and 

connection. It could be seen as an “indicator of safety” (P10) for some, particularly noting 

where and when the flag is used.  

Other participants expressed fewer positive attitudes toward the usage of the Pride flag, 

explaining its use on clothing products feels “like you have to identify yourself” (P4). The 

symbol highlights the otherness, rather than allowing queer people to integrate.  

Another participant reflected on the use of the flag, emphasising its often overlooked 

historical and symbolic significance, and questioned the intentions behind its presentation: 

“It's reducing the flag down to, like, just being a rainbow, when it's not just a rainbow, 

it is symbolic” (P6) 

 

4.2 Representation 

Participants reflected on the representation of queer individuals in mainstream media, 

particularly within the context of rainbow washing campaigns. This theme covers discussions 

around which identities are included or excluded, the persistence of stereotypical portrayals, 

and the extent to which the diversity of the LGBTQ+ community is acknowledged. 

 

4.2.1: Focus on Cis-gender Men 

Participants spoke about the main queer representation being cis-gender, white, 

“homosexual men and [their form] of queer culture, as opposed to like the wider community” 

(P6). They discussed how this was “misrepresenting” (P9) when the media only shows 

“queerness that is palatable” (P3).  
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4.2.2: Lack of Transgender Representation 

Following on from the previous sub-theme, participants said there was “barely anything 

that includes trans people” (P12) when talking about Pride campaigns and what clothing is 

available for transgender people. Several participants highlighted the lack of genuinely 

inclusive products in mainstream fashion. One participant described it as “absolutely 

outrageous” that there is “no affordable underwear for trans people” (P4), highlighting how the 

industry often overlooks the basic needs of the community. Another pointed out that while 

unisex clothing has become increasingly “trendy”, the models representing these products are 

rarely queer, making it feel like a missed opportunity for authentic representation (P12). 

 

4.2.3: Stereotyping 

Participants frequently critiqued the limited and inauthentic portrayals of queerness in 

mainstream media. One described these depictions as “narrow stereotypes” (P6), while another 

noted they “don’t really connect with [their] perception of [their] own queerness” (P1). This 

highlights a disconnect between lived experiences and media narratives. For some, these 

representations felt more like the work of “corporations” than “gay people” (P7), reflecting a 

broader sense that queer identities are being commodified for commercial gain rather than 

genuinely represented. 

 

4.2.4: Diversity in the Community 

Participants acknowledged that the queer community is inherently diverse and cannot 

be encapsulated by a singular representation. It was noted, it is a “broad” space (P10), 

comprising of “very diverse pool of people” with varying identities and experiences (P11). 

Participants suggested this diversity challenges portraying the LGBTQ+ community as one.  
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4.3 Authenticity  

When discussing rainbow washing the topic of authenticity and intentions of brands 

were commonly mentioned. Participants discussed brands motivations when it came to Pride 

campaigns and the commercialisation of Pride month.  

 

4.3.1: Brand Motivation  

Some participants felt brand’s goal is often a “money grab” (P6), to profit off the 

community. One participant went on the explain they thought brands were “exploiting” the 

queer community to “hop on the trend” during Pride month (P13). This reflects participants 

views that Pride campaigns are not motivated by supporting the queer community but focus on 

monetary gains.   

Another participant explained a company’s motivations were made clear from the 

reputation and the systemic history of the brand, rather than the current campaign: 

“The same people [are] holding the company, so are they actually doing the work or 

are they just trying to keep selling?” (P11) 

This reflects participants' views that, for a campaign to be perceived as authentic, it 

must align with the brand’s core values over time and be supported by consistent, ongoing 

commitment. 

 

4.3.2: Pride Month 

Participants observed a notable increase in Pride-related campaigns during the month 

of June and reflected on how this seasonal emphasis influences perceptions of brand 

authenticity. They expressed concerns about having a “false sense of security” when brands 

support the queer community during Pride month (P3). This is because outside of June some 
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brands marginalise the queer community rather than show consistent support. Another 

participant commented on the “lack of understanding” surrounding Pride month and its history, 

suggesting companies are not properly researching queer history before benefitting from it 

(P12). 

The temporal concentration of Pride-related campaigns in June was also noted by 

participants. Some expressed the view that limiting support for the queer community to a 

specific period created “separation” (P3) and makes the queer community seem “so different” 

(P4).  

On the other hand, some participants viewed the temporal focus on LGBTQ+ Pride as 

valuable, describing it as “a useful tool for getting conversations going” (P1). They emphasised 

that, given the ongoing stigma surrounding queerness, having a “designated part of the year” 

dedicated to visibility can foster greater social acceptance and understanding of the community 

(P3). 

 

4.3.3: Rainbow Washing  

Participants spoke about how rainbow washing’s exploitative nature does not benefit 

the queer community. They argued it “commodifies [queer people] rather than educates” cis-

gender, heterosexual people (P3). It was widely felt amongst participants that rainbow washing 

is one-dimensional and “feels opportunistic” (P11).  

 

4.4 Future Aspirations 

When reflecting on LGBTQ+ representation in media and marketing campaigns, 

participants offered suggestions and aspirations for future developments. Several emphasised 

the need for change in how the fashion industry engages with LGBTQ+ communities, 

particularly in relation to transparency and internal company structures.  
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4.4.1: Transparency 

Participants desire more information to be available regarding Pride-related campaigns. 

One participant expands, explaining information needs to be “signposted” on “the clothing tag” 

or with “the barcode” (P4). This demonstrates how easy participants believe it would be to 

educate and be transparent with how companies are supporting the queer community like they 

claim to. Other participants noted that larger corporations “aren’t transparent with people” 

(P10). They suggested that by withholding information or failing to present the full context, 

these companies may exaggerate the benefits of their campaigns, ultimately weakening their 

impact. Some even suggested the lack of transparency was to distract customers from other 

issues within the company: 

“[Companies] try to throw it in your face, as a way to like, divert you from what they 

actually do” (P14) 

 

4.4.2: Workforce  

Many participants emphasised the importance of “uplifting queer voices on their teams” 

as a means of ensuring more meaningful campaigns (P3). These would be able to reflect lived 

experiences and “the actual struggles of the community” (P14) because the target audience are 

being included in the creative process. Discussions frequently highlighted company structures, 

particularly the inclusivity of the “recruiting process”, as a critical factor in shaping the future 

of LGBTQ+ marketing (P14). 

The need for internal education and support was also mentioned by participants. One 

participant explained if even support is external, queer staff could still be marginalised, 

stressing the need for support to be “reflected internally too” (P10), through “educating 

[companies] own staff” (P12).  
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Some expressed the need for queer brands to be promoted to benefit the community. 

One participant would prefer “gay [brands get] amplified rather than normal brands become 

gay” (P12), further supporting the notion that queer culture needs to come from people within 

the community. The “core values of the company” need to reflect queer acceptance for 

campaigns to be authentic and impactful (P14).  
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5. Discussion 

 

Extensive prior research has established a strong connection between clothing and 

sexuality (Schofield & Schmidt, 2005; Holliday, 2001; Rothblum, 1994; Taub, 2003). Building 

on this foundation, the present study sought to explore queer perceptions of rainbow washing 

within the fashion industry. It examined whether such marketing practices carry greater 

significance in this context due to the symbolic and expressive power of clothing. The analysis 

identified four main themes including Clothing and Identity, Representation, Authenticity and 

Future Aspirations.  

This chapter intends to discuss these four main themes which emerged from the 

interviews with LGBTQ+ individuals regarding perceptions of rainbow washing in the fashion 

industry. Strengths and weaknesses, as well as implications for future research are also 

discussed.  

 

5.1 Identity and Visibility  

This theme drew on psychological theories about collective identity and the impact of 

environmental factors on our self-perception.  

 

Participants frequently described clothing as influencing their confidence, both 

positively and negatively. This aligns with Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986), which 

explains that self-efficacy is shaped through the interaction of personal, behavioural, and 

environmental factors. In this context, clothing functions as an environmental influence that 

can affect one’s sense of confidence and capability.  

Participants go on further to explain how clothing can help express their sexuality, 

aligning with previous research on gay identities (Schofield & Schmidt, 2005; Holliday, 2001; 

Rothblum, 1994; Taub, 2003). While some participants deliberately dress in ways that express 
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their sexuality, others indicated that this is not a conscious choice. This suggests that LGBTQ+ 

media and culture may influence individuals' fashion choices, either intentionally or 

subconsciously, as supported by previous research (Armstrong & Bernstein, 2008; Pajares et 

al., 2009; Taylor et al., 2009). 

On the other hand, gender queer identifying participants explained they used clothing 

to express their gender, rather than sexuality. One participant (P4) expanded, explaining how 

for pre-transition transgender individuals, clothing and makeup is the only thing which can aid 

being perceived in the correct way. Expressing gender through clothing was not something 

what was previously considered; however, previous literature supports the claim that clothing 

is used to position individuals as their desired gender (Jones & Lim, 2022; Marques, 2019; Teti 

et al., 2020; Tullio-Pow et al., 2021).  

These findings underscore the significance of clothing in shaping individuals' self-

perception, which highlights the importance of critically examining instances of performative 

activism within the fashion industry. Given the central role clothing plays in identity formation, 

the ways in which it is marketed and represented carry substantial implications for how 

individuals understand and express themselves. 

 

Finally, within this theme, the symbolic significance of the Pride flag emerged as a key 

point of discussion. Participants expressed varied perspectives on its use in fashion marketing 

campaigns.  

Some viewed the flag as a collective symbol capable of conveying different meanings 

depending on context, such as safety or acceptance. This aligns with previous research on 

symbolic modelling, which suggests that symbols and icons can facilitate shared understanding 

across diverse audiences (Bandura, 2009). In this instance, the Pride flag was often associated 
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with feelings of solidarity, reinforcing the broader communicative power of symbolic 

representation by flags (Shanafelt, 2008). 

However, not all participants shared this positive interpretation of the symbol’s 

repeated use. One participant (P6) noted that the historical significance of the Pride flag is often 

diluted in rainbow washing campaigns. This is perceived as superficial and lacking meaningful 

engagement with the flag’s origins. Similarly, another participant (P4) remarked that the flag 

now functions more as a marker used to identify queer individuals, rather than as a symbol that 

honours its original purpose and intent. When its use fails to acknowledge its historical 

significance, some participants interpret its use as an act of rainbow washing. This contrasts 

previous research which found that the use of the Pride flag decreased perceptions of rainbow 

washing (Wulf et al., 2022). The finding does however agree with Wolowic et al.’s (2017) 

findings that the Pride flag does not always guarantee allyship or institutional commitment.  

This finding on the symbolic meaning of the Pride flag makes important points about the 

intention of its use and how that is received by members of the LGBTQ+ community.  

 

Overall, this theme illustrates that clothing, and its associated symbols play a central 

role in the construction and communication of queer identities. This reinforces its significance 

when examining rainbow washing and the authenticity of fashion marketing strategies. 

 

5.2 Representation  

The second identified theme focused on queer representations in mainstream media, 

particularly within the context of rainbow washing campaigns. Participants discussed the 

prevalence of dominant, often stereotypical representations, while also highlighting the 

frequent exclusion of certain members of the LGBTQ+ community. The conversations 
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emphasised the diversity within the queer community, suggesting that authentic representation 

is complex and cannot be achieved through a one-size-fits-all approach. 

 

Within the theme of representation, participants frequently expressed frustration over 

the disproportionate focus on cis-gender gay men in mainstream media. Effeminate gay men, 

in particular, were described as the most socially acceptable and visible queer identity, often 

positioned as the default representation of the LGBTQ+ community. This narrow portrayal was 

seen to marginalise other queer identities, especially transgender individuals, whose 

representation was noted as lacking or entirely absent in rainbow washing campaigns. 

Participants highlighted that this absence not only reflects broader patterns of exclusion but 

also signals a failure to address the specific needs and experiences of the wider LGBTQ+ 

community. Other research supports this finding that representation of the queer community is 

often narrow and exclusionary (Nölke, 2018).  

Furthermore, when discussing stereotypes of the community, participants explained 

they do not often identify with the portrayals of their community. Many individuals commented 

on the size and multiplicity of the community, highlighting the wide range of identities and 

experiences it encompasses. These findings are supported by previous research, which 

similarly argues that no singular representation can capture the full complexity of the LGBTQ+ 

community. When attempts are made, they often present a commodified, white identity 

(Hauksson-Tresch, 2021), as previously discussed regarding cis-gendered white men. 

 

Overall, this theme highlights the challenges of representing queer identities within 

LGBTQ+ campaigns. The findings suggest that comprehensive representation of the 

community is often lacking and may be inherently difficult because of the community’s 

intersectional nature. These insights point to the need for further research focused on how 
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specific segments of the community can be represented more effectively and authentically in 

fashion marketing and media. 

 

5.3 Authenticity  

This theme covers discussions about brand authenticity and intentions regarding the 

LGBTQ+ community particularly during Pride month. Participants reflected on their personal 

experiences with rainbow washing and shared their perceptions on other Pride-related 

marketing campaigns. 

 

Many participants reflected on what they perceived to be the underlying motivations 

behind brands’ Pride campaigns. These efforts were frequently viewed as driven by profit and 

a desire to capitalise on seasonal trends, rather than stemming from authentic support for the 

LGBTQ+ community. As one participant (P11) noted, when a company engages in Pride 

marketing while simultaneously upholding values or practices that marginalise queer 

individuals, their support is perceived as disingenuous. This finding relates with previous 

literature concerning ‘CSR fit’. The research explains that when a company’s core business is 

congruent with their CSR strategies, they are perceived to be more authentic (Kim, 2023; Kim 

& Ferguson, 2019). In this case, participants spoke about a brands core values not matching 

with their campaign, overall dampening the impact of it and worsening their CSR fit. Similarly, 

Wulf et al.’s (2022) study found that individuals valued the inclusion in LGBTQ+ related 

advertising but were sometimes sceptical due to past reputations of brands. These findings 

suggest that consumers critically evaluate Pride campaigns, considering a brand’s broader 

values and actions before perceiving them as genuine. 
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Furthermore, some participants observed that queer-focused campaigns are largely 

concentrated within Pride Month, with minimal visibility or engagement outside of this period. 

During Pride month, companies often adopt temporary rebranding strategies, collaborate with 

queer creatives, and release targeted collections aimed at the LGBTQ+ community. However, 

the lack of sustained representation throughout the rest of the year was perceived as 

marginalising, contributing to a false sense of inclusion and acceptance. This finding is related 

to research about virtue signalling, where companies strategically try to enhance their image 

through performative acts (Oxford University Press, n.d.). Previous research found this to be 

actively harmful in the functioning of public discourse as it impairs the ability to accurate judge 

brands values (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). These findings support this claim as participants reflect 

on their struggles due to this false activism.  

Furthermore, the temporal separation and intensified focus on the queer community 

during Pride Month led some participants to feel further marginalised from mainstream society. 

This aligns with research on tokenism, which suggests that symbolic inclusion can actually 

reinforce feelings of exclusion and heighten cultural boundaries (Kanter, 1977). Participants 

described how brands’ collaborations with queer icons or celebrities, limited to Pride month, 

used these individuals as tokens rather than as ongoing representatives of the community. Such 

portrayals were perceived as inauthentic displays of allyship. As discussed earlier in relation 

to Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986), media representations shape how individuals 

view themselves. Consequently, participants expressed concern that tokenistic portrayals of 

queer figures may lead consumers to internalise a similarly superficial sense of their own 

identity. 

However, other participants discussed Pride month in a more positive light, reflecting 

on its ability to encourage conversations and give the queer community a specific time to be 

highlighted. This aligns with Yoder & Sinnett’s (1985) research which found that tokenism can 
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allow marginalised groups to progress more rapidly because they are being focused on and 

receive additional support. The emphasised visibility during Pride month enables sustained 

attention to issues such as homophobia and social acceptance, preventing these concerns from 

being overlooked or deprioritised in broader societal discourse. 

 

Despite participants opposing opinions on Pride month, they consistently emphasised 

the importance of sustained and cohesive support for the LGBTQ+ community in order for 

brand actions to be perceived as authentic. Previous research has also supported this claim 

(Cummings, 2021), suggesting for these campaigns to be positively received, companies must 

consider the broader social and cultural context in which they operate to ensure their initiatives 

benefit both the queer community and the business itself. 

 

Lastly, within this theme, participants commented on their perceptions of rainbow 

washing and its opportunistic nature. Findings support Vredenburg et al.’s (2020) research on 

how people identify false brand activism. The research defined the term through characteristics 

of a business such as brand purpose, engaging with controversial topics, having a progressive 

or conservative stance on the topic and having good CSR fit. Although rainbow washing 

engages with a controversial topic and has presents progressive stance, it does not align with 

authentic brand purpose and fails to impact wider company values. Participants explain, when 

all of these characteristics are not considered, advertising seems inauthentic and shows 

companies true monetary motivations.  

 

Overall, this theme highlights the importance of authenticity in brand campaigns and 

shows consumers’ ability to recognise performative activism. It underscores the need for 
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brands to adopt a holistic and sustained approach to supporting the LGBTQ+ community in 

order to drive meaningful change and ensure the success of their campaigns. 

 

5.4 Future Aspirations  

The final theme reflects participants suggestions and aspirations for future engagements 

with the LGBTQ+ community by the fashion industry.  

 

Firstly, participants expressed a desire for greater transparency regarding brands’ Pride 

campaigns. Suggestions included simple measures such as providing information on clothing 

tags or using barcodes that direct consumers to dedicated sections of a brand’s website 

outlining the purpose and impact of their Pride collections. This aligns with previous research, 

which found that concrete messages of support are less likely to be perceived as deceptive and 

are associated with more favourable brand evaluations (Wulf et al., 2022). The present findings 

support this, indicating that when brands clearly communicate donation details, campaign 

impacts, and educational aims, their efforts are more positively received. However, participants 

noted that this level of transparency is often lacking, with many brands falling short of these 

expectations.  

In addition, one participant (P14) observed that overt displays of support, when not 

accompanied by transparency, can feel like a deliberate attempt to divert attention from other 

questionable business practices. This reinforces Kim and Ferguson’s (2019) findings on CSR 

fit, highlighting the importance of aligning Pride campaigns with the company’s broader values 

and operations to maintain credibility. 

 

Furthermore, company structure and workforce were noted as another aspect 

companies could improve on. Many participants expressed a desire to see more queer 
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individuals in leadership roles, giving them the ability to reflect real lived experiences of the 

LGBTQ+ community. The media individuals consume can influence their behaviour and 

opinions, either consciously or not (Pajares et al., 2009). As such, seeing queer individuals 

address authentic struggles and lived experiences can provide validation and shape how 

audiences perceive themselves and their own identities. This highlights the need for queer 

representation in both campaigns and internal operations. 

The need for internal education and support for staff was also noted. The definition of 

CSR includes improving the quality of life for a company’s workforce as well as wider society 

(WBCSD, 1998). This suggests that for campaigns to be perceived as authentic and aligned 

with effective CSR strategies, companies must also demonstrate internal inclusivity to improve 

quality of life for their workforce. Participants emphasised the need for more inclusive hiring 

practices and highlighted the importance of providing meaningful support systems within the 

workplace specifically tailored to LGBTQ+ employees. 

 

Overall, this theme highlights both the concerns surrounding rainbow washing and 

potential approaches toward more authentic engagement. For businesses to genuinely support 

the queer community, it is essential they engage in meaningful research to understand the needs 

and preferences of their LGBTQ+ consumers. Without well researched strategies, campaigns 

risk being perceived as performative and are unlikely to generate meaningful or lasting impact. 

 

5.5 Strengths, weaknesses and future implications 

A key strength of this research lies in its qualitative approach, which provided rich 

insights into LGBTQ+ perceptions of rainbow washing. This is an area underexplored in 

existing literature that often centres on advertising techniques rather than consumer impact. By 

focusing on the fashion industry, this study addresses a critical gap and highlights the need for 
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further research on how LGBTQ+ advertising influences self-perception across different 

sectors, other than the fashion industry. The first theme (5.1 Clothing and Identity) highlights 

this need for further research on the psychological impacts of performative activism on queer 

people. As mentioned previously, the amount of Pride campaigns are going down (Basak & 

Piper, 2022), so a longitudinal study, looking at queer perceptions of Pride each year, could be 

valuable. This could capture changing views, the impacts on different queer generations and 

changes in corporate approaches.  

The sub-theme of Focus on Cis-Gender Men (in 5.2 Representation), highlights 

participants views that this section of the queer community are disproportionality shown and 

therefore researched. This research captured a diverse range of sexual and gender identities, 

offering a more inclusive representation of the queer community, compared to previous studies 

that focused predominantly on gay and lesbian individuals. However, while ethnicity and 

nationality were not explicitly recorded, some participants raised these aspects in relation to 

global perspectives. Future research should explore the intersectionality of race, culture, and 

nationality in shaping perceptions of queer advertising. 

In addition, the participants of this study were predominantly students living in London, 

some of whom attend UAL, or are in the fashion space. This could lead to political and cultural 

biases, resulting in increased scepticism of rainbow washing and fashion brands intentions. For 

example, Participant one doesn’t “support [fast fashion brands] as a concept”, showing their 

other values, such as sustainability, having strong impacts on their purchasing decisions. 

Participant 12 commented on how “queer people also care about most other people in the 

world”, when referring to political views. This shows that the participants of this study hold 

liberal views which could influence how they perceive rainbow washing. Future research 

should contain a wider pool of participants, from differing backgrounds, to gain a more 

representative sample. While a quantitative research design could be used to broaden the 
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sample size and generalise findings, the deeply personal nature of this topic needs further 

qualitative exploration to first establish a meaningful foundation for this approach. 

 

5.6 Conclusion  

In conclusion, this study has explored how queer individuals interpret, and respond to 

rainbow washing in the fashion industry. By analysing our discussions, it became clear that 

while LGBTQ+ visibility has grown, it often falls short of genuine inclusion. The four themes 

identified including, Clothing and Identity, Representation, Authenticity, and Future 

Aspirations, capture the often conflicted experiences of participants. These insights not only 

reveal the emotional and cultural impact of inauthentic branding but also challenge fashion 

brands to go beyond surface-level gestures. Ultimately, this research emphasises the urgent 

need for LGBTQ+ marketing practices to reflect the diversity and depth of queer lives, not only 

during Pride, but all year round. 
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Appendix A: Reflective Statement 

 

Writing this dissertation has been a long and challenging journey which has really 

opened my eyes to what conducting research is like. It's not only helped me grow in academic 

terms but also in other areas of my life, and it’s definitely strengthened my views on the topics 

I’ve explored. Being able to study something I’m so passionate about has been a great 

opportunity, and I feel lucky that I’ve never lost interest in what I’m writing about. I think there 

are so many other angles to explore on this topic, and I hope this research serves as a reminder 

that queer voices and perspectives deserve more attention. This whole experience has 

confirmed that I really enjoy research and getting to real, tangible conclusions, which has 

solidified my plans to continue in higher education and pursue a career in research in the future. 

 

Throughout the research process, I experienced both highs and lows. One aspect I feel 

I delt with well was time management. In everyday life, I tend to take on too much with work, 

family, friends, exercise, and university. This is often at the expense of my alone time, which 

can lead to burnout. Knowing this was something I’d struggled with before, I made a conscious 

effort to prevent it during this project. 

The most helpful step, although it may seem simple, was setting clear boundaries with 

my managers and friends. About a month before the deadline, I let them know I wouldn’t be 

available for extra shifts or social plans. In the past, I’d say “yes” out of habit, even when I 

really needed that time to focus. Once I communicated this, my schedule opened up, and I no 

longer felt guilty for prioritising my work. It genuinely reduced my stress and reminded me 

that it’s okay to temporarily prioritise one area of life while stepping back from others,  

That said, one thing I didn’t manage as well was making time for exercise. I found that if I 

worked out in the morning, by the time I showered and ate, it was harder to get into the flow 



Rainbow Washing in the Fashion Industry 

 53 

of writing. In hindsight, I wish I’d planned better to include it, as exercise is a way I 

decompress, so skipping it for a few weeks added its own kind of stress.  

Balancing everything has always been a challenge for me, so I’m proud that with this 

project, I at least managed to stay on top of the work and avoid burnout. 

 

One part of the process that didn’t go so smoothly was getting my ethics form approved. 

We were encouraged to submit it by the end of January, but I ended up sending mine in during 

early February. Because my topic was quite personal and I hadn’t reviewed the form properly, 

it wasn’t as straightforward to get through the approval process. It didn’t get signed off the first 

time and was sent back to me several times. 

This all happened within a week, but unfortunately it fell on a weekend when I had 

plans to be away. When I saw it had been rejected, I panicked and rushed to make edits without 

properly looking over them. This just led to more mistakes and more back-and-forth between 

me, my supervisor and the approval team. I did get it approved in the end, but the whole thing 

felt quite chaotic. Looking back, I think if I’d just slowed down, stepped away for a bit, and 

given myself space to properly review things, it could’ve been handled a lot more calmly. 

This experience taught me the importance of knowing when to log off and come back 

with a clear head. I also realised that I need to plan for delays, for example, people taking a few 

days to reply or things not getting approved straight away. That is definitely something I’ll take 

with me into the corporate world, especially in roles where I’ll need to communicate with others 

to get things done efficiently. 

 

Although I stayed interested in my topic throughout the project, I found writing the 

literature review particularly difficult. Partly because my specific area hasn’t been researched 

much before, it was hard to find relevant studies, which made me feel discouraged and led to a 
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lot of procrastination. Even when I did start writing, I struggled to find a structure that made 

sense, and that only added to my stress. It got to the point where I avoided it altogether, 

especially since I had other sections I felt more confident working on. Eventually, I had a call 

with my supervisor to talk through the structure, which really helped. Once I reorganised the 

literature based on his guidance, everything started to come together more naturally. 

In the future I know I need a better system for keeping track of my research. In past 

projects, I’d just throw everything into a Word document, but for this project I tried using a 

table with summaries. Unfortunately, that didn’t really work for me either and I found it hard 

to format it in a way that made sense. I’m someone who learns best visually, so I think a more 

organised, colour coded method would help. Using Excel or trying a different approach like a 

synthesis matrix could make a difference and make me feel less overwhelmed with the volume 

of research.  

 

Lastly, another aspect of this dissertation that I feel went well was the participant 

interviews. While I was aware of my positionality as a researcher, I think already knowing 

some of the participants and the fact that many of them also live in London, really helped build 

a natural rapport. I was able to create a comfortable space where people felt safe enough to 

open up and share their genuine thoughts, including topics that either upset or excited them. 

I scheduled around three interviews a week, over five weeks, which helped me stay on track 

and maintain a steady pace. Having the interviews close together also meant I was constantly 

immersed in participants' perspectives. This allowed me to notice recurring themes and follow 

up on points raised by previous participants. This meant the later interviews were even more 

insightful. I found that as I went along, the conversations became more smooth and less 

structured, but the depth and value of the findings increased. 



Rainbow Washing in the Fashion Industry 

 55 

This experience showed me how important it is to be flexible and responsive during 

interviews. It also taught me the value of doing a round of practice interviews beforehand, 

especially when speaking to participants I don’t already know. I think this would help me feel 

more prepared and get into the right mindset for in-depth conversations in future research. 

 

Overall, this dissertation has taught me a lot about research and time organisation. I am 

grateful for the opportunity to have studied at a university which has given me freedom to 

choose my research topic and supported me through the whole process.  
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Appendix B: Dissertation Time Plan and Reality  

 

Time Plan: 

 

Reality: 
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Appendix D: Evaluative Commentary 

 
Anonymised transcript:  

 

Transcript 

5 March 2025, 01:52pm 

 

Alix Damar started transcription 

 

Alix Damar   0:04 

Perfect. So I just wanna confirm that you just read the participant 

information and the consent form. And are you still OK to give consent? 

 

P6   0:14 

Yes, I read them and I'm happy to give consent. 

 

Alix Damar   0:17 

Yay, OK. 

So I'm just going to start off by asking you some like basic questions. 

But before we get into those, I just, as you just read, reiterating that you 

can withdraw for up to two weeks, so if you decide you don't want to be 

part of it anymore, that's completely OK. Your like pseudonym, because 

it's anonymous, is P6, so you'll just send me an e-mail saying like I'm P6. 

I don't want to be part of this anymore. And then I'll, like, delete 

everything. It's completely OK. 

 

P6   0:44 

OK. 

 

Alix Damar   0:52 

And also if I ask you any questions that you're not like comfortable with 

or you don't want to answer, we can skip them or stop the interview, 

there's no issue. 

And also, there's no pressure to answer in in any certain way, like, I just 

want to hear your opinions on things and already people have given me a 

range of opinions and it's just better to have what, like you actually think 

rather than whatever you think you should think. 

 

P6   1:19 

OK, perfect. 
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Alix Damar   1:21 

OK. 

So I'm going to start off with some simple ones.  

How old are you? 

 

P6   1:27 

I'm 20. 

 

Alix Damar   1:29 

And what is your occupation? 

 

P6   1:33 

Student. 

 

Alix Damar   1:35 

What are your preferred pronouns? 

 

P6   1:38 

She and they. 

 

Alix Damar   1:41 

And in your own words, what is your sexuality? 

 

P6   1:46 

Queer. 

 

Alix Damar   1:50 

So, first I'm gonna ask you about, like your dress and what clothing 

means to you, if anything. 

 

P6   1:57 

Nice. 

 

Alix Damar   1:59 

So do you think a lot about what you wear when you get dressed in the 

morning? 

 

P6   2:04 

I think it depends on like what's going on that day, but I guess often I just 
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think like prioritising comfort and like prioritising, like not, like being 

comfortable in the sense of, like, physically comfortable but also being 

comfortable and like the clothes I'm wearing are expressing who I am, 

and they're not trying to be another thing. 

 

Alix Damar   2:30 

Mm hmm. So would you say that clothing affects your confidence? Like 

what you're wearing? 

 

P6   2:36 

Yeah, definitely. 

 

Alix Damar   2:39 

Mm hmm. 

 

P6   2:39 

'Cause, I think if I'm wearing something that I'm comfortable in and that I 

feel is representative of me, I'm automatically gonna be more confident 

because I'm not then trying to act in the way I think someone who wears 

those clothes would act, if that makes sense. 

 

Alix Damar   2:57 

Mm hmm. Do you feel restricted by what you can wear? Like, for 

example, when you go to university or like compared to when you go to 

the pub or out with friends or something? 

 

P6   3:08 

Yeah. I think like there's certain contexts where what I would want to 

wear would be like happy, comfortable wearing doesn't feel as 

appropriate, so I have to make different choices. Like especially like with 

like uni for instance, like it might, I don't know the right words, but it just 

might just be a bit, not a bit much, but like. 

Yeah, I can't really expand on that one right now. 

 

Alix Damar   3:37 

I think I get what you're saying. 

No, I think I think I get what you're saying. 

Do you, so would you say that maybe outside of university you use 

clothing to express yourself and your sexuality more? 

Dressing for 

university comes with 

more social 

expectations    

Feeling comfortable 

and wearing things 

that are representative 

of them makes them 

feel more confident     

Clothing affects 

confidence     
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P6   3:55 

Yeah, I'd say definitely outside of uni 'cause, I think with uni like there's 

a lot of different like factors going on with like thinking about how what 

you wear is going to be perceived because there's not only like the other 

people like around you, like peers and stuff. Then there's also like 

academic staff and it's like sometimes it's like whether or not I'm going to 

be taken seriously for wearing what it is that I would want to wear when 

I'm like interacting with like academic staff. 

 

Alix Damar   4:24 

Mm hmm. Do you think that that has to do with like the fact that you go 

to like a world-renowned university in London, like you're doing a 

sciency degree? 

 

P6   4:37 

Yeah, I think that definitely plays like a part in it. I think there's also like 

a lot of, like, preconceptions around what, like a STEM student is and 

then by default, what a STEM student then looks like and behaves like 

and presents like. And I think that I don't fit that and then I don't want to 

then, like, exacerbate that by then, say, like turning up with, like, a really 

fun colourful shirt with like a patterned tie on because then that's then 

adding to the like, oh, there's this difference. And I want to be able to be 

taken seriously in a space that can be quite like, more traditional, I'd say. 

So yeah, I think that definitely plays a part in it. 

 

Alix Damar   5:23 

Yeah, that's that's so understandable. 

OK, so now I want to move on to rainbow washing, what, like my 

dissertation is about. 

Firstly, just so we are on the same page and like can clarify, do you know 

what rainbow washing is? Like could you describe it if you do? 

 

P6   5:46 

So is it like when companies all like market as being like LGBTQ+, like 

positive and friendly and sometimes like use the flag or like terminology 

to like market their stuff. 

 

Alix Damar   6:03 

Mm hmm. Yeah, yeah. Yeah. That's like, yeah, that's part of it. 

Has a basic idea of 

rainbow washing    

Expressing 

themselves through 

clothing might mean 

they aren’t taken 

seriously in their 

careers    

Consider who they 

will be seeing when 

they get dressed    



Rainbow Washing in the Fashion Industry 

 81 

Would you like to go through some like examples that I've come up with 

so that we can like go over? 

 

P6   6:15 

Perfect. 

 

Alix Damar   6:16 

The full yeah, like definition so. 

You can open the interview stimuli Word document. 

 

P6   6:24 

Nice. 

 

Alix Damar   6:28 

OK, so from my research like what you've said, rainbow washing is when 

companies target the LGBTQ+ community, often using pride flags, and 

this is also often during June, like Pride Month. But they don't 

holistically support the queer community. 

Whether that's through other practises or they're doing things that are 

openly like anti-gay in other parts of their company. So for example, the, 

the one at the top is M&S. They made like an LGBT sandwich. 

 

P6   7:12 

Yeah, I remember seeing that. 

 

Alix Damar   7:15 

The, the online publication Pink News basically sparked an online debate 

saying, is this all right or is this poking fun at the community or is this 

kind of targeted towards the queer community but not actually doing 

anything serious to help? 

It wasn't clear like when you were just buying the sandwich in the shop, 

it wasn't clear whether M&S was doing anything to help the queer 

community. In reality, they donated 10,000 pounds to a British trust and 

1000 euros to an Irish trust. But,  

It isn't exactly clear why those those amounts were chosen or or anything 

like that. 

And so some people thought that it was kind of using it just as a ploy. 

Like, oh, that's kind of funny like during prime month. 

The, the second one I think is the Adidas campaign on the the picture. So 

this was adidas's 2022 Pride collection. It was a collaboration with a 
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queer artist called Kris Andrew Small, and it was modelled by queer 

athletes such as Tom Daley, and it was also featured in like the FIFA 

2022 game, so it was a really big collection for Adidas. But in the same 

year, Adidas sponsored the 2022 FIFA World Cup, which was hosted in 

Qatar, which is a country where it's not only illegal to be queer, but it's 

frowned upon and the country or the rulers, the government of the 

country, made it clear that ‘just because you're in our country doesn't 

mean we're going to adhere to a Western values’, particularly with like 

alcohol, and that was lgbtq+ community. So it's kind of, Adidas is saying 

that they support the queer community, but then they're also doing a 

business deal that isn't like ethical. 

 

P6   9:28 

Yeah. 

 

Alix Damar   9:30 

And then the last one, H&M, probably the most popular like fast fashion, 

pride, like known for its pride campaigns as well as like Primark and 

stuff. They've been doing campaigns since 2018 and they say that they 

donate to local pride activities and UNs free and EQUAL initiative, 

which is a campaign to like combat transphobia and homophobia 

worldwide. But in the US, it's mostly awareness campaigns, so like 

making people aware of the gay community, or the queer community like 

as a whole. But H&M doesn't really go into the specifics of these 

donations. I was looking through multiple different parts of H&M 

website and it wasn't really clear what they were doing. 

It was more just what the campaigns were throughout the years. 

 

P6   10:29 

OK. 

 

Alix Damar   10:30 

And also, H&M clothes are created in countries where it's illegal to be 

queer, so. 

It's kind of, the people making the clothes can't even wear them, type 

thing. 

 

P6   10:45 

Yeah. 
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Alix Damar   10:46 

So yeah, does that kind of like give you a bit of a rundown? Do you have 

any questions about it? 

 

P6   10:52 

No, that was great. Thank you. 

 

Alix Damar   10:54 

OK, perfect. 

So, now I'll get onto the the questions [laughs]. So if you have noticed 

any of these campaigns during Pride Month specifically, how do you feel 

about brands promoting LGBTQ+ causes during Pride Month versus the 

rest of the year? 

 

P6   11:18 

When they're only done during Pride Month, it really does just feel like a 

money grab in a way to be like ‘oh, like, look at us like we're doing this 

good thing, so you should spend your money, because like we align with 

like queer rights’.  

But then if you then think about it, like, if they're not doing it at any other 

time of the year, then why is it that they're only choosing pride month to 

do it and it doesn't feel like it's because of like visibility because if it was 

about visibility, it would actually be more beneficial to not be doing it 

when there's all that stuff happening, like to be doing it like a much 

longer term thing. 

 

Alix Damar   12:05 

Mm hmm. So do you think that these campaigns should be like more all 

year round? or not like centred around a certain month? 

 

P6   12:17 

Yeah, I think them being, all year round or, but or not necessarily like all 

year round, but like not them appearing on the 1st of June and 

disappearing again as soon as June's over. 

Because I understand obviously around like the clothing and stuff, lots of 

people will be wanting to buy that for pride like events, which obviously 

going to be in around that time of year but, so it does make sense, like 

from business perspective, to have them around for June, but maybe if 

they were like contributing in other ways to the community and not only 
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contributing at that time, then it wouldn't feel as like, much of like a 

money grab or like, a, like appropriating like queerness for profit. 

 

Alix Damar   13:16 

Yeah, yeah, for sure. 

If if you can think of any of the of these campaigns where you've either 

seen rainbow washing or seen a campaign which you thought was 

legitimate, how did that make you feel? If you can remember? 

 

P6   13:40 

As in, so with that question, do you mean, do you know when you said a 

legitimate one is that one that, I think is like … wait, what did you mean 

by that? Sorry. 

 

Alix Damar   13:51 

So if you saw a campaign and you were like, ‘oh wow, that seems like 

they're actually doing a good thing for the queer community’, like, you 

could see that they were donating or they were, you know, trying to. 

 

P6   14:07 

Oh, OK. Yeah, that makes sense. No, no, that makes sense. 'cause. I 

thought that that's what you meant. But then I didn't wanna go. Go off on 

one. If that's not what you've meant.  

 

Alix Damar   14:09 

Yeah, like. 

Yeah. 

 

P6   14:21 

I guess when I've seen one in the past, I believed one, well, I was led to 

believe that there was like proper like donations and support going into 

the like back into the community and with that I remember feeling, like 

not annoyed by it because I can get quite annoyed by the other ones that 

do, just feel like, like they're, like, appropriate in Pride Month for profit. 

So I felt like, ‘OK, yeah, that, that it looks legitimate, they're doing a 

good thing, this is beneficial, it's increasing visibility, there's no harm 

here’. 

And I think also with that, they'd actually used designs by queer people, 

which also then made it feel more authentic, It wasn't just a random 

design done for the sake of it. 
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Alix Damar   15:17 

Hmm. Yeah. Do you think that that made you want to buy or not want to 

buy, like, well, I guess if it was legitimate, did it make you want to buy 

from the company more or do you think it didn't really affect those types 

of purchase intentions? 

 

P6   15:35 

And it made me want to buy more and like, consider buying more. 

And like looking into that brand, like in other times of the year. 

 

Alix Damar   15:48 

Hmm, OK. 

Well, you've been you've been kinda mentioning about queer visibility, 

like what impact do you think Rainbow washing has on LGBTQ+ 

visibility and representation in mainstream culture? 

 

P6   16:08 

I can't, I I think at times it can be quite actually reductive because often 

these like, especially the tops, like, I'm thinking of like the white tops 

with the like ‘love is love’ and like ‘pride’ and like just like a rainbow on 

them and it can like really like reduce like being queer down to like 

[pause] I don't, to like, it almost misrepresents it. Like obviously, yes, 

like love is love and like it's good like we have pride. But like, that's not 

all that queer identity is. And I think it can also like the focus on like… 

 

Alix Damar   16:46 

Mm hmm mm hmm. 

 

P6   16:56 

Almost like, party clothes and pride clothes, which obviously are needed 

for pride, but like, can also then detract from the fact that being queer 

isn't always a party, like it's not always easy and also, a lot of it feels 

more centred around like cisgender like homosexual men and like their 

like form of queer culture as opposed to like the wider community and 

lots [audio cuts out] 

 

Alix Damar   17:34 

You went silent. 

I still cant hear you. No. Oh, hello. 
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P6   17:43 

Hello. 

I don't know why that happened. 

 

Alix Damar   17:48 

Oh. 

 

P6   17:49 

But yeah, I feel like it can be more targeted towards like cis het and, like 

gay men, and that can be reflected in like the clothing. 

 

Alix Damar   17:59 

Mm hmm mm hmm. 

 

P6   18:01 

But then also I guess it can be beneficial, especially like if you're young 

and you're seeing these clothes for the first time and they've got like, 

words and phrases that you identify with and you think like, ‘oh, if I 

wore that like, I would feel confident like present as myself’. So I guess 

it's like one of those things, like it depends on the context. 

 

Alix Damar   18:25 

Mm hmm. Yeah, well, kind of on that note, what are your thoughts on 

the use of the pride flag? Sort of, solely as the face of the pride like 

campaign? Do you think that there are other symbols that could be used 

or or other things you would want to see? 

 

P6   18:48 

And I think if you're gonna use the pride flag you should be using the one 

that, like the intersectional pride flag that has, like the, the trans, yeah, 

with the trans colours and like the black and the brown, because I feel 

like that flag’s more like authentically like part of the community, like 

part of the community and like represents a lot more people. 

But I think like in general like using the flag sometimes, like if it's done 

nicely and like tastefully like. Yeah, like the pride flag like, it's important 

like it represents, like queer history. But it can just feel like people have 

stuck a rainbow on something for the sake of it. Like, when it'll be like a 

completely like random image that's just got like that rainbow gradient 

on it, and then it's suddenly a pride top and then that just feels like it's 
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been done just for the sake of it, there's no thought and intention behind 

it. I think it's about the intention, like if it looks like there's like a creative 

thought and a clear intention behind it, then yeah, why not? But when 

there's not that, then it can just feel. 

 

Alix Damar   19:46 

Mm hmm. 

Yeah. 

Mm hmm. 

 

P6   20:09 

A bit like it's reducing the flag down to like just being a rainbow when 

it's not just a rainbow, it is symbolic. 

 

Alix Damar   20:22 

Is there any other like points you wanted to mention or any other 

thoughts you have on the topic? 

 

P6   20:30 

I think that's everything. 

 

Alix Damar   20:32 

OK, cool. Well, that's all of the questions I had. 

That was you had some really nice points, especially about the. 

Using the flag with the trans and the POC like colours because I had 

someone else mention that as well and obviously now that it's on my 

radar it makes complete sense, but before I wouldn't have thought about 

that. 

And I think that like you're right, it's more inclusive and the original like 

pride flag that was kind of formed in a time when, like the first wave of, I 

don't know what to call it, but. 

 

P6   21:19 

Yeah, there, there wasn't like the same like social movement and like, 

understanding of intersectionality when it was created. It's like, I don't 

mind it, but I guess like now if a company's going to use it, I'm like, why 

not just use the other one? But yeah. 

 

Alix Damar   21:19 

Like. 
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Yeah. Well, I guess as well that shows the importance of having queer 

artists and queer people collaborating on these types of things because 

then they know like what to include because they experience it 

themselves. 

 

P6   21:47 

Yeah. 

 

Alix Damar   21:49 

Yeah. 

Well, that's so perfect. Thank you so much. 

I also the other document I sent you was the debrief sheet, that just kind 

of has a bit more information about the study and as well it has a few 

articles in a paper about rainbow washing if you want to read about it. 

 

P6   22:09 

OK, perfect. Thank you. 

 

Alix Damar   22:10 

So yeah, you can just look over that in your own time. 

Yeah, I'm going to start recording. 

 

P6   22:18 

Yeah, I hope that was helpful. 

 

Alix Damar stopped transcription 
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Thematic Map showing Queer Perceptions of Rainbow Washing: 
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Themes Table: 
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