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1.Introduction

In stark opposition to the linear production and consumption model, the circular economy has emerged as the
economic paradigm for advancement towards sustainability. Its grounding logic is a “closing one” (Colucci and
Vecchi, 2020), with frameworks such as the 3R principles—reduce, reuse, and recycle—widely used in its
operationalization (Kirchherr et al, 2017).

Among the sectors requiring urgent action for transitioning towards the circular economy is the fashion
industry, one of the highest-impact sectors in terms of environmental impact degradation and resource
consumption (Chen et al, 2021; Adamkiewicz et al, 2022) and still clearly structured around a take-make-waste
model (Mishra et al, 2021). The growing volumes of textile waste are one of the most pressing issues that the
industry faces: the annual production of waste has, in the EU region alone, reached 12.6 million tonnes (EC, 2023).

Awareness of these issues is growing, calling for the development of “more effective clothing and textile
waste management strategies” (Lee et al, 2025). Among the available options, reuse—defined as extending the
life of a product without requiring additional resources—represents the most sustainable (Lee et al, 2025). It
contributes to reducing the negative environmental impacts of the fashion industry (Yang et al, 2024) and supports
the development of circular fashion, defined as “an emerging concept that promotes the re-use and recycling of
clothing” (Colasante and D’ Adamo, 2021). The second-hand clothing market is a clear example of circular fashion,
and the circular economy more generally (Colasante and D’ Adamo, 2021), associated with the re-use dimension
of circularity, whereby garments are reintroduced into the consumption cycle (Schiaroli et al, 2025) for continuous
and extended use.

Second-hand clothing can be defined as “previously owned fashion pieces sold at lower prices than the
new item” (Bagozzi et al, 2025), or, more simply, as pre-loved or pre-owned clothing (Ryding et al, 2017). The
consumption behavior connected to wearing such clothing is focused on sustainability (Yang et al, 2024). The
second-hand market apparel has experienced—and continues to experience—substantial growth (Ferraro et al,
2016; Yang et al, 2024) alongside significant structural changes (Persson and Hinton, 2023). Since the 2000s,
second-hand consumption has regained popularity, especially in Europe (Guiot and Roux, 2010), overcoming the
stigma associated with the previous century (Ferraro et al, 2016), which was often linked to low-income status
(Brooks, 2015). Consumers, also affluent ones, are appreciating second-hand for its uniqueness, mostly in the form
of retro or vintage fashion (Koay et al, 2024).

Vintage fashion is a specific type, or unique category, of second-hand fashion (Schibik et al, 2022; Branca
et al, 2025), characterized by higher quality, “uniqueness and authenticity” (McColl et al, 2013). Vintage and
second-hand have been distinguished through different approaches: temporally or historically, with vintage as
clothing from the 1920s to 80s and second-hand as modern, used clothes (Cervellon et al, 2012), or categorically,
with second-hand as a general clothing category and vintage as historically and aesthetically valuable garments
(Murtas and Pedeliento, 2025).

2. Aim of the research



This research aims at addressing three main aspects.

First, with this study, we aim to assess whether second-hand and vintage clothing markets are functional
to the circular economy, i.e., whether they reinforce, rather than mitigate, (over)consumption, impulse buying,
product proliferation, and textile waste generation, reproducing and complementing the logics of mass
consumption, exemplified by fast fashion and ultra-fast fashion, instead of overcoming and substituting them.

Indeed, while second-hand and vintage encompass an ethical and sustainable dimension since they
address the reuse (and recycle) dimensions of circularity and their rise has been also driven by consumers’ growing
interest in sustainability, recent research (e.g., D’Adamo et al, 2022; Mizrachi and Sharon, 2025), has begun to
question whether the growth of these markets may generate rebound effects for the purpose of serving the circular
economy. The combination of low prices and sustainability appeal may encourage consumers to purchase and own
more of these items, satisfying materialistic tendencies and stimulating overall consumption rather than reducing
it (Guiot and Roux, 2010; Maguire and Fahy, 2023; Faludi and Fiiller, 2025). Moreover, rather than generating a
substitution effect in mass consumption, second-hand and vintage market consumption may complement
primary market consumption (see findings from Mizrachi and Sharon, 2025, and Cassidy and Bennet, 2012). In
any case, sustainability and environmental concerns (critical and ideological motivations) are not the only or main
drivers of second-hand and vintage clothing consumption, but are often subsidiary values (Hur, 2020; Faludi,
2022; Branca et al, 2025).

Second, drawing and expanding on existing literature, our research attempts to clearly distinguish
between second-hand and vintage as two distinct categories of (used) garments, recognizing the confusion
revolving around such a differentiation (Ryding et al, 2017). Accordingly, we explore how consumer perceptions,
motivations, and purchasing behaviors may differ between them. This approach, therefore, contributes to a minor
stream of literature (e.g., Cervellon et al., 2012), which differentiates these two sectors within the same study.

Consumers’ motivations with respect to second-hand and vintage clothing are becoming more complex,
going beyond the economic rationale (e.g., Nistor and Balint, 2022). Moreover, in some cases, second-hand
clothing still suffers from social stigma stemming from its perceptions of poverty and inferiority (e.g., Hur,
2020; Koy et al., 2024), while vintage is associated with a status symbol (e.g., Amatulli, 2018), and such a label
gives used garments an upscale appeal (Faludi, 2025). Scholars now distinguish 4 main motivation groups
driving vintage and second-hand purchases: i) economic motivations related to search for a fair price,
affordability, bargain hunting (e.g., Guiot and Roux, 2010; Ferraro et al, 2016; Prisco et al, 2025; Murtas and
Pedeliento, 2025), and frugality (Hur, 2020; Branca et al., 2025); ii) critical or ideological motivations
encompassing sustainability and ethical concerns, and distance from the mass-market and conventional system
(e.g., Guiot and Roux, 2010); iii) recreational and hedonic motivations linked to treasure hunting, the experience
of thrifting, (Nistor and Balint, 2022), nostalgia (Hur, 2020; Guiot and Roux, 2010), originality, social contact
(Guiot and Roux, 2010) and need for uniqueness (e.g. Branca et al, 2025); iv) fashion motivation related to the
need for authenticity and originality and the desire to create a fashionable, unique, style different from
mainstream fashion (Ferraro et al, 2016; Bagozzi et al, 2025; Prisco et al, 2025).

Yet, certain motivations appear to be more salient for vintage consumption, while others for second-hand
purchasing behavior. Vintage consumption is primarily driven by internal motivations related to identity, style,
and individuality (e.g., Amatulli et al, 2018; Branca et al, 2025), which manifest through hedonic and fashion
dimensions, in particular declined in terms of need for uniqueness, nostalgia, and fashion involvement (e.g., Prisco
et al, 2025; Branca et al, 2025; Cervellon et al, 2012; Ryding et al, 2017), alongside treasure-hunting (Amatulli et a
1, 2018; Cervellon et al, 2012)—defined as the search for better quality second-hand products (Faludi and Fiiller,
2025). In contrast, second-hand purchases are directly driven by frugality and bargain hunting (Cervellon et al,
2012), and financial motives remain primary (Hur, 2020). Vintage consumers seek unique pieces with history,
while second-hand consumers seek unique pieces at fair prices (Cervellon et al, 2012). However, we argue that
literature is still fragmented, and further research is needed to unveil these trends.

Third, and this is where the novelty of our study lies, building and expanding on these general insights,
we adopt a comparative, multiregional approach by examining the differences in perceptions, motivations, and
purchasing behaviors across two European countries—one from Western Europe and one from Eastern Europe—
characterized by distinct socio-economic and cultural contexts, to reveal how such differences are also context-
dependent.



Western Europe accounts for the largest second-hand apparel market share, given the high level of
consumer awareness of sustainability (see Credence Research, 2026). In Eastern European countries, which often
act as importers of used clothes from Northern Europe or America (Borusiak et al, 2020), the market as well is
experiencing a positive trend, and consumers are becoming more interested in sustainability (Credence Research,
2026). Moreover, the region’s weaker economic position (especially in certain rural regions) favors the purchase
of second-hand clothes over new ones (Nistor and Balint, 2022; Credence Research, 2026).

3. Methods

Our research focuses on Italy, known for its fashion legacy (Branca et al, 2025), and Hungary, among
those Eastern European countries leading the way in second-hand markets (Credence Research, 2026). In Italy,
while in 2014 the purchase of second-hand items was still relatively stigmatized, by 2023 it was widespread among
consumers (Prisco et al, 2025). The interest of Italian consumers towards circular fashion has been increasing,
particularly about vintage fashion (Branca et al, 2025), with demand for authentic designer and high-quality
vintage items (FMI, 2025) and potential willingness to pay premium prices (Nguyen et al, 2025). As for second-
hand concerns and perceptions about poor quality or hygiene were found to offset the (perceived) positive
environmental benefits, negatively affecting consumers’ circular premium (Colasante and D’Adamo, 2021). In
Hungary, the number of thrift stores and vintage shops has increased across the country (Varnai, 2018), together
with consumption. In the Hungarian context, economic motivations seem the most important determinants of the
shopping for second-hand clothing, however, critical and hedonic motivations do play a role as well (Kiss and
Balsa-Budai, 2019; Nistor and Balint, 2022), like environmental awareness, the desire for individuality, and the
need for uniqueness (e.g., Balogh and Harangozo, 2025).

By means of a large-scale survey administered to Hungarian and Italian consumers via the Prolific
platform, this study provides further insight into these aspects.

4. Preliminary conclusions

Finally, our overall contribution lies in enhancing understanding of how to achieve an effective and
sustained sustainable fashion transition, especially in light of the European Union’s efforts to advance the
circular economy. As final implications, we aim to inform the improvement of existing policies, like the most
recent Directive (EU) 2025/1892, entered into force in October 2025, setting new measures aimed at the
prevention and reduction of textile waste through the establishment of mandatory Extended Producer
Responsibility schemes across all EU member states.
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