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From Sustainability to 
Consumerism
The contradictions of the U.S. second-hand market
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Second-hand clothing has 
not always been a trendy 
option, with individuals 
resorting to charity shops 
and thrift stores due to 
limited budgets

Second-hand shopping: from affordable to trendy, 
thanks to social media glamor around thrifting

▪ Recently, influencers showcasing 
unique and vintage finds have 
popularized second-hand 
shopping, making it a trend 
among younger generations

▪ Since then, resale has expanded to 
categories such as electronics and 
home items, with U.S. resale 
spending reaching an estimated 
USD 188.5 billion in 2023

▪ However, thrifting has evolved from an 
economic necessity to a sustainable 
lifestyle choice, as environmental 
awareness increased during the 
pandemic 

▪ For example, Farfetch, which has been 
selling pre-owned clothing since 2010, 
saw a 151% YOY increase in pre-owned 
views in 2020

▪ Online marketplaces have also 
facilitated consumer participation in 
the circular economy, enabling the 
buying and selling of second-hand items

As life returned to normal post-
COVID and inflation soared in 
the U.S., consumers became 
price-sensitive and started 
thrifting to hunt for bargains
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Increased demand attracted new resale entrants and investors, 
prompting brands to create their own resale programs

▪ Increased demand has led to a surge of new entrants and the expansion of 
existing marketplaces in the U.S.

▪ Investors are increasingly targeting recommerce startups, particularly in the 
following three areas:

▪ Managed marketplaces (e.g., StockX or Trove)

▪ Enabling tools such as product authentication for collectors (GOAT) and 
second-hand product discovery for power resellers (Flyp)

▪ Unique marketplaces for new categories, such as FloorFound selling D2C 
furniture returns or Queen of Raw selling brands’ excess fabric inventory

▪ Established retail and fashion brands are also quickly launching resale 
programs. In fact, the number of branded apparel recommerce businesses 
increased from 9 in 2020 to 163 in 2023

Re-commerce Industry growth 

Expansion of Marketplaces in 2023 Investors pursuing recommerce

Giant brands launching resale programs in the U.S.
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Despite the increasing second-hand market growth, 
major brands with resale programs are struggling with profitability

▪ Despite the growing demand for second-hand, major brands that have 
introduced resale programs are facing profitability challenges

▪ Brands with resale programs aim for second-hand sales to reach 10% or 
more of their annual revenue 

▪ However, even the brands making significant marketing investments only 
generate up to 5% of their revenue from second-hand clothing, while those 
with minimal marketing efforts generate almost none

▪ These brands face challenges with reduced profit margins, as resale 
programs incur significant operational costs for collecting, cleaning, 
repairing, and reselling used items

▪ For resale to have more impact, businesses need to increase the volume of 
used products they offer. For example, H&M produces around 3 billion items 
annually but has fewer than 30,000 listings on its resale platform

Eileen Fisher
Eileen Fisher Inc., which started 
resale in 2009, has collected only 
2 million items through its take-
back scheme — a mere ~5% of 
its total production

Example of Brands struggling with resale profits

Patagonia
Patagonia Inc., which has a long-
running and reputable resale 
program called Worn Wear in 
the U.S., generates less than 1% 
of its total revenue annually
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Brands with resale programs face skepticism and greenwashing claims 
for relying on resale while neglecting wider sustainability issues

▪ Resale-focused brands often receive criticism for prioritizing resale as their 
main sustainability strategy, overlooking broader environmental concerns

▪ Indeed, many brands choose to establish a resale program to advocate for a 
circular economy without addressing pressing sustainability concerns: 

▪ Producing large quantities of goods, far exceeding market demand

▪ Heavily relying on fossil fuels to produce items, especially in fashion and 
electronics 

▪ Sourcing raw materials from regions with poor environmental and labor 
standards

▪ Using harmful chemicals and non-biodegradable materials in products

▪ Launching resale programs without addressing these sustainability issues is 
seen by consumers as greenwashing and a marketing scheme, leading to a 
loss of trust in these brands

Example of Brands criticized for greenwashing

Shein launched its resale program, "Shein 
Exchange“, in the U.S. amid criticism that 
circularity can't fix its exploitative, 
overproducing business model, which 
churns out 35,000 to 100,000 items daily

Lululemon is expanding its trade-in 
program to the U.S. to support 
sustainability, but critics argue it needs 
to eliminate fossil fuels from its supply 
chain first

Zara is criticized for using synthetic 
materials like polyester, nylon, and 
acrylic, which take centuries to 
biodegrade and release harmful 
microplastics
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Companies are enhancing their resale programs 
with actions along the entirety of their value chain

To improve their sustainability credentials, brands are addressing various stages of their value chains through a range of strategies:

On top of its resale program, 
URBN created Nuuly rent, a 

branded program from 
Urban Outfitters that allows 
fashion-forward subscribers 
to rent 6 styles for USD 98

The RealReal uses AI and 
machine learning to 

streamline the listing 
process and authenticate 

luxury goods while 
dynamically optimizing their 

pricing

REI publishes detailed 
annual stewardship reports, 
which include information 
on their material sourcing, 

recycling program, resource 
savings, and environmental 

impact

Creating Durable 
Products

Levi Strauss designs with 
secondary consumers in 
mind, focusing on both 
material durability and 

timeless appeal. The brand 
integrates the concept of 

'great future vintage'

DESIGNING A CREATIVE 
business Model

Localizing 
Supply Chain

IKEA’s Buy Back & Resell 
service encourages 

customers to sell their used 
furniture locally, which is 
then resold in the “as-is” 

section of the nearest store

Leveraging AI 
technology

Enhancing 
transparency
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Initially labeled as a 
sustainable and budget-
friendly substitute for 
traditional retail, 
the resale industry is now 
facing financial and 
environmental CHALLENGES

▪ Re-commerce, which includes the buying and selling of second-hand items, has been seen as a 
sustainable solution to the growing problem of waste. 

▪ Recently, the rise of thrifting as a social media trend in the U.S. has seen influencers glamorizing their 
thrifting experiences, thereby fueling market growth and triggering changes in consumption behaviors

▪ This growth supported the resale industry’s expansion to different categories, such as electronics and 
home items, with U.S. resale spending reaching an estimated USD 188.5 billion in 2023 

▪ Brands, such as Patagonia and Ikea, have capitalized on this popularity by launching or extending 
their resale programs in the U.S. to enhance their sustainability credentials and generate additional 
revenue

▪ However, branded resale programs have not been without significant obstacles:

▪ Creating a resale program demands significant investments in logistics, technology, and 
customer service. Second-hand items necessitate thorough inspection, cleaning, occasional 
repairs before resale, re-packaging, and shipping adding labor and cost that can diminish 
anticipated profit margins

▪ Consumers are growing skeptical of major brands' sustainability claims, suspecting that these 
initiatives prioritize marketing over genuine environmental impact. This skepticism can harm 
brand credibility and discourage potential customers

▪ To address these challenges, companies are implementing several strategies focusing on transparency, 
sustainable sourcing, durability over quantity, localizing their supply chain, and leveraging AI to 
optimize their operations 
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About us
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Our research services 

FOUR LEVELS

OF RESEARCH 

THREE TYPES OF SUPPORT

Ad-hoc Tracking
Content 

development

Combination of Approaches

DESK
 RESEARCH

Primary
RESEARCH

TECH
ENABLED

RESEARCH
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Get in Touch TodayWhat makes us different 

High-quality impactful insight

Thought partnership

Streamlined process integration

Infomineo across the globe

5 offices
NEW OFFICE IN

+ KUALA LUMPUR
COMING SOON…

+350 
employees

25 
Nationalities

+80% of our business 

on a retainer basis
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Get in Touch Today

300+

Contact US

Contact US

https://meetings.hubspot.com/pgalvani
https://infomineo.com/contact-us/
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