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Exploring Design Directions in Upcycled Fashion through Consumer Experience
- A Qualitative Study Using the Critical Incident Technique -

Seonga Hur'
Dept. of Fashion Design, Hongik University, Seoul, Korea

Abstract: This study explores design directions for upcycled fashion through consumer experience using the Critical Inci-
dent Technique (CIT). As the fashion industry faces increasing environmental challenges, upcycling has emerged as a
promising strategy within circular fashion systems. However, existing research has focused primarily on supplier-centered
design development and brand analysis, with limited attention paid to actual consumer experiences and perceptions. This
qualitative study collected and analyzed consumer narratives from 100 participants who had purchased or used upcycled
fashion products within the past year. Analysis revealed consumer experiences that could be categorized as positive, neg-
ative, or mixed experiences. Positive experiences occurred primarily through corporate events, family/peer sharing, and
personalized participation opportunities. Four key design elements emerged from consumer perceptions: color harmony,
material individuality, detail and finishing quality, and environmental symbolism. Color harmony included unique com-
binations created through patchwork, tone-on-tone, and primary-color arrangements. Material individuality was reflected
in traces of discarded materials and the fusion of heterogeneous materials. Detail and finishing quality were evidenced
by the craftsmanship. Environmental symbolism was represented by the visual and narrative expressions of sustainability
values. Based on study findings, four design-improvement directions were proposed: strategic utilization of color harmony;,
enhancement of material individuality with practical functionality, standardization of detail and finishing quality, and
strengthening of visual and narrative environmental symbolism. Study contributions include helping to shift the research
paradigm from supplier- to consumer-centered perspectives in upcycled fashion research, providing practical guidelines
for designers and brands, and advancing the theoretical understanding of circular fashion consumer behavior.
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Table 1. Key studies on upcycling fashion design
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Author Research focus

Implication

Jung & Huh (2024) Explored the potential of upcycling fashion design through a Proposed an efficient upcycling workflow based on structured

systematic process of garment deconstruction

recombination.

and principles of dismantling and reconstruction.

Lee & Lee (2024) Investigated upcycling design methods by leveraging the Suggested a differentiated approach to upcycling through
structural characteristics of second-hand denim materials. material-specific transformation strategies.

Eum & Oh (2023) Analyzed the sustainable upcycling strategies of the global Offered insights into key success factors and sustainability-
fashion brand Marine Serre, focusing on its design and driven branding in upcycled fashion.

branding tactics.

Hong & Park (2023) Explored the integration of traditional canvas stitching Proposed a novel production methodology that fuses heritage

techniques into upcycled fashion design.

craft with contemporary upcycling practices.

Jeon & Park (2021) Examined the aesthetic and semantic dimensions of upcycled Identified design values and modes of meaning transmission

fashion design from a deconstructionist perspective.

through processes of dismantling and recomposition.

Shu & Choi (2021) Systematically analyzed the creative ideation process of the Defined four key design ideation methods—deletion, decon-
upcycling brand Re;code to categorize its core design struction, asymmetry, and addition—for practical application in

strategies.

upcycling fashion.
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3. Y7 A Aehe TR A7) Welol] FalH (Gremler, 2004), $AH
o123 M B B F3 Tk 5 9l ol

3.1. 7Y # MEsy 2 7 A PE<

IS WA AP e ATEE F2 TFA $4e (Embrainy& &3] 22}Q1 EEA R AYHAUTE. Yrfol2
OARL gt BRle Aol [gEo] glow, Al A oA Al A APs EoE 9] s FEe &
At Al g A He T FESith gl A Hahs & FHom shw, Foiake AIZH Aglel A
Ao ARt Al RS el e anlAkEel dAle] Ao AdE Fws] AEL Ned ¢ s 2l ey
28 A AES ofFA AL lMsheAl, 2 aEE S E A Al hiﬁ} FAR= 20259 39 59FE 39 15
7ol Al &M ol oW FIgL A=Al e HnHA D7 F 1097 A= oM, dE-eE o 30% e &
<1 ol %%M S50 o] thARES BMA] SRR E Y25 Wl

ol £ Avelre drtel2d sl tieh Anjxe] dA A AEsle] SRt Akl S dAlZH A Al
e ﬂd% AAH R Al drtel2d A AR g Ao B A g Aled , H2 ey AF 3 v
el ARAR A E Aot gk arAkse] A & sl AdREle] & Aol Fojsies silon, A A9
ol29 WA AFE Hoke v el 4= 344 °] gle SHAte AsoR Aol FRAES A &
T A AP wEte vefslar, of#d AY Kol ol Mol 28 ¢ e TR o] Sl dud WK F
e Ul 84E kEele] aviale] Ut ZEd s 7R ARs Aslon, F 310 HlolErt S E
S wAsA gtk oS Bl AelEH WA AlEe] YA ok ARV AHplE el S Be SdsA Y 29
A AN BFE ASte] LnlAke] 84S wol GAlelE AP o] T 2PEo] flo] HFH o A= Jhe e A
F el AP ghatell Zlojshs AE BRE Ft SH 1007 5HE w4 F-Esiint

& A7 dAIEE Al Hid aniAk BEE ASAS AEE Al WA AFE v AR fre 22 718
2 g Slel ARA A e $89 2H drE A B SIS AHeR BF S ARAE, Ul 8kl o
Aspoirt. A7gelzs A2 1d ol dAlelEd Al A 3 Q4 B 7L el 3 FF Jldel diF s 7
S e AR Aol Sle AAEIAE, g A ARtk AW A ARAE BEeddE Feiaksel 71 7

A= B vl E9hell AFske v 204 01**94 S5 Qe He dAelEE A Ads o 4R wEs s
A dPgoR silnt. ok A Al A%, e tdde JIEskes silon, sid Aol tie 1A Hrkek 2 o]
arefstel ¥ AEH (purposive sampling)e AAsIAer, 8 AWsES aAskATh UAR] a4 Q1A= <
F 10088 Hx= 2yl ofe 244 ARl 71| Al FACINE TARL 8e] As 2= Qg g 8l g 9

Table 2. Semi-structured survey questions

Section

Question

Response type

Part 1. Experience-based Please describe the most memorable experience you have had

open questions

with an upcycled fashion product.
In what context did this experience occur?

Was this experience positive or negative for you? Please explain
the main reasons why.

Open-ended (experience-centered)

Open-ended (context description)

Open-ended (emotional and evaluative reflection)

Part 2. Perception and
evaluation of design
elements

Which design element of the product stood out to you the most?

How did that particular design element affect your emotional
response or purchase intention?

If there was any part of the design you thought could be
improved, please describe it in detail.

Open-ended (design element perception)

Open-ended (emotion—behavior linkage)

Open-ended (design improvement suggestion)

Part 3. Perception and
behavioral intention

Describe any emotional response or special thoughts you had
while using the product.

Would you be willing to purchase another upcycled fashion
product or recommend one to others? Please explain why or why
not.

Open-ended (emotion-driven reflection)

Open-ended (behavioral intention and reasoning)

Part 4. Design priorities
and expectations

When selecting an upcycled fashion product, what design criteria
are most important to you?

What kind of upcycled fashion design would you be most
interested in trying in the future?

Open-ended or multiple selection (design judgment
criteria)

Open-ended (design expectation and suggestion)
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Table 3. The result of upcycling fashion consumer experience
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Table 4. Types of consumer experience contexts and positive/negative responses

Type of experience context

Example cases

Tendency of positive/negative

Participation in corporate events
On-site experiences
Personalized co-creation experience
Gift of recommendation from others
Direct purchase (online/offline)

Products-related dissatisfaction

Environmental campaigns, fair, academic conferences
Visiting flea markets or school bazaar with family or friends
Custom-made items through direct consumer input
Receiving or being introduced by eco-conscious peers
Buying from physical or online stores

Complaints about durability, design, or price

Positive
Positive
Positive
Positive
Moderate

Negative
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Table 5. Framework for consumer perception and evaluation in upcycled fashion design

Category Design element Perception and evaluation

Consumer response

Diverse/unexpected color combinations, tone-

Color h
olor iarmony on-tone, patchwork

Retention of original material features,
Formal element Material identity combination of heterogeneous materials, unique
textures

Hand-crafted touches, quality of stitching/

Detaili finishi i
etailing & finishing quality zippers/labels, durability, finish

Uniqueness, individuality, playfulness, visual
satisfaction

Perceived rarity, specialness, storytelling, pride

Trust in quality, practical satisfaction, comfort

Visual communication of sustainability, rebirth

Value el t  Envi tal boli . .
alue elemen nvironmental symbolism " . il

Pride, ethical/moral satisfaction
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