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Introduction

The apparel industry is under increasing
scrutiny for its linear business model, which
rapidly depletes natural resources, drives
overconsumption, and generates waste. The
rise of fast fashion in recent decades has further
exacerbated these challenges by accelerating
production volumes, lowering price points, and
shortening the average usage time of apparel
(Coscieme et al., 2022; Niiniméki et al., 2020;
Peters et al, 2021). This state of
overproduction and overconsumption, where
raw materials are assumed to be abundant
(Kjellberg, 2008; Trudel, 2019), is causing

irreversible damage to our ecosystem
(Richardson et al., 2023; Rockstrém et al.,
2009).

In response to growing awareness of the
apparel industry's unsustainable practices,
policymakers are emphasizing the urgent need
for systemic change. In alignment with United
Nations Sustainable Development Goal 12, the
European Commission seeks to spearhead the
sustainability transition by adopting circular
economy principles. The Strategy for
Sustainable and Circular Textiles, for example,
introduces nearly twenty proposals to support
the transition toward a circular textile economy
(COM 141 final, 2022).

The Sustainability Dilemma of Circular
Business Models
While the circular economy and the

sustainability transition are closely linked, they
are not interchangeable. Circular economy
practices have a long history (Belk, 2014; Belk
et al.,, 1988), yet the precise sustainability
benefits of these practices remain contested

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2016; Geissinger et al.,
2019; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Kéhler et al., 2019).
The sustainability potential of circularity lies in
decoupling value creation from waste
generation and resource depletion. However,
this outcome is not guaranteed, particularly
when customer engagement is considered
(Ackermann & Tunn, 2024; Geissinger et al.,
2019; Parguel et al., 2017). Circular business
models engaging the customer, such as buy-
back and resale, could contribute to the
sustainability transition if they effectively extend
the lifespan of clothes and alter consumption
patterns, ultimately decreasing demand for new
production (Peters et al., 2021; Wiedemann et
al., 2023). Yet, emerging research suggests
that the availability of buy-back and resale may,
paradoxically, accelerate consumption. This
rebound effect is driven by an oversupply of
goods at a lower price point, the urgency
created by the unique availability of individual
pieces, and the perception of resale as an
attractive investment opportunity (Dion et al.,
2024; Henninger et al., 2021).

With  policy incentives and regulatory
frameworks promoting a circular textile
economy and previous research highlighting
both its potential and limitations, a critical
qguestion arises: When do circular business
models pay off - both in regards to sustainability
transitions and being able to sustain the
business?

Buy-back and Resale Models in
Fashion Retail
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A buy-back and resale model, in which retailers
incentivize customers to return worn clothes by
offering compensation, is an increasingly
common circular business strategy in fashion
retail. Retailers may offer discounts for returned
items, which are then resold, upcycled, or
recycled (Hvass & Rahbek Pedersen, 2019;
Rahbek et al., 2018; Thorisdottir et al., 2024).
Despite the growing interest in buy-back and
resale, empirical insights remain scarce. This
gap stems from a restricted data pool and
difficulties in accessing relevant datasets
(Hvass & Rahbek Pedersen, 2019; Nielsen &
Skjold, 2024).

Method and Data

To address this challenge, we collaborated with
a Nordic apparel retailer to examine customer
engagement in buy-back programs. Our
dataset consists of transaction-level data
collected over a period of more than four years,
spanning from January 1, 2020, to May 31,
2024. The introduction of the retailer’'s buy-back
program took place in June 2021. During our
period of analysis, we observe 367,097
purchases made by 177,007 distinct
customers.

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Orders

Regular Buy-back
customer | customer
Sales, € 169 182
Sales, units 2.41 2.60
Returns, € 44 55
Returns, units 0.52 0.63
N, customers 175,990 1,017
N, orders 357,747 9,350

The descriptive statistics in Table 1 show that
only a minor fraction of customers have
engaged in the buy-back program since its
inception (1,017 customers or 0.6%). However,
order values are 8% higher for buy-back
customers (€182) compared with all other
(regular) customers (€169). With an overall
return rate of 26% of the order value, the retailer
experiences moderate return rates. We remark
though that buy-back customers exhibit a
slightly  higher return rate, returning
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approximately 30% of the order value.
Interestingly, buy-back customers exhibit a
much higher order frequency, placing an
average of nine orders compared with just two
orders for regular customers over the analysis
period. This indicates that customers engaging
in the buy-back program may differ
considerably from the average customer. Since
this may cause bias from self-selecting into
treatment (i.e., engaging in the buy-back
program), we apply a rolling matching approach
(Unal & Park, 2023). This technique lets us
overcome the difficulties of different pre- and
post-treatment periods as suitable control
customers are matched to the treated at the
time of treatment, which provides a fairer
comparison between customers participating in
the take-back program with those who do not.

We identify suitable control customers for 799
out of the 1,017 buy-back customers (79%) in
our data. This is because, for many of the
customers engaging in the program, we do not
observe any subsequent purchase activity. We
then applied a fixed effects panel regression
model to examine changes in purchase
behavior between the treated and control
customers. The results of this analysis are
shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Regression Results

Sales Returns

(€) (€)
Treatment -76.97** | -41.36**
Constant 756.85 217.05
N, observations 1,598 1,598
R? 0.82 9,350

Note: ***p<0.01; **p<0.05

Discussion

Contrary to previous literature, our preliminary
findings indicate that customers reduce their
spending by an average of €76.97 after
participating in the retailer's buy-back program,
even after accounting for any discounts.
Additionally, returns decreased by, on average,
€41.36. Forthcoming analyses explore potential
explanatory factors, such as customer
heterogeneity, to identify conditions under
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which buy-back programs in general may
reduce overall consumption. In our case,
allowing customers to sell back worn items
through a buy-back program could potentially
extend product lifespans and lower the demand
for newly produced items.

References

Ackermann, L., & Tunn, V. S. C. (2024).
Careless product use in access-based
services: A rebound effect and how to

address it. Journal of Business
Research, 177, 114643.
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JBUSRES.20
24.114643

Belk, R. (2014). You are what you can access:
Sharing and collaborative consumption
online. Journal of Business Research,

67(8), 1595-1600.
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JBUSRES.20
13.10.001

Belk, R., Sherry, J., & Wallendorf, M. (1988). A
Naturalistic Inquiry into Buyer and
Seller Behavior at a Swap Meet.
Journal of Consumer Research, 14(4),
449-470. doi:10.1086/209128

COM 141 final. (2022). EU Strategy for
Sustainable and Circular Textiles. In
European Commission
(52022DC0141). EUR-Lex. https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A520
22DC0141

Coscieme, L., Akeniji, L. A., Latva-Hakuni, E.,
Vladimirova, K., Niinimaki, K., Nielsen,
K., Henninger, C., Joyner-Martinez, C.,
Iran, S., & D’ltria, E. (2022). Unfit,
Unfair, Unfashionable: Resizing
Fashion for a Fair Consumption Space.

Dion, D., Pavlyuchenko, R., & Prokopec, S.
(2024). The Enrichment Economy:
Market Dynamics, Brand Strategy, and
Ethics.  Journal  of  Marketing.
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224292412
7501

Geissdoerfer, M., Savaget, P., Bocken, N. M.
P., & Hultink, E. J. (2016). The Circular

Economy - A new sustainability
paradigm?  Journal of Cleaner
Production, 143, 757-768.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].jclepro.2016.1
2.048

Geissinger, A., Laurell, C., Oberg, C., &
Sandstrém, C. (2019). How sustainable
is the sharing economy? On the
sustainability connotations of sharing

6" PLATE Conference Aalborg, Denmark, 2-4 July 2025

Wennberg, M. & Baldauf, C.
Consumer Engagement — When do Circular Business Models Pay Off?

economy platforms. Journal of Cleaner

Production, 206, 419-429.
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JCLEPRO.20
18.09.196

Henninger, C. E., Brydges, T., Iran, S., &
Vladimirova, K. (2021). Collaborative
fashion consumption — A synthesis and
future research agenda. Journal of

Cleaner Production, 319, 128648.
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JCLEPRO.20
21.128648

Hvass, K. K., & Rahbek Pedersen, E. (2019).
Toward circular economy of fashion
Experiences from a brand’s product
take-back initiative. Journal of Fashion
Marketing and Management, 23(3),
345-365.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JFMM-04-
2018-0059

Kirchherr, J., Reike, D., & Hekkert, M. (2017).
Conceptualizing the circular economy:

An analysis of 114 definitions.
Resources, Conservation and
Recycling, 127, 221-232.

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.RESCONRE
C.2017.09.005

Kjellberg, H. (2008). Market practices and over-
consumption. Consumption Markets &
Culture, 11(2), 151-167.
https://doi.org/10.1080/102538608020
33688

Kohler, J., Geels, F. W., Kern, F., Markard, J.,
Onsongo, E. Wieczorek, A.,
Alkemade, F., Avelino, F., Bergek, A.,
Boons, F., Funfschilling, L., Hess, D.,
Holtz, G., Hyysalo, S., Jenkins, K.,
Kivimaa, P., Martiskainen, M.,
Mcmeekin, A., Mihlemeier, M. S., ...
Wells, P. (2019). An agenda for
sustainability  transitions research:
State of the art and future directions.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2019.01.0
04

Nielsen, M. D., & Skjold, E. (2024). Does resale
extend the use phase of garments?
Exploring longevity on the fashion
resale market. International Journal of
Sustainable Fashion & Textiles, 3(The
Future of Sustainable Clothing Use
Practice), 29-48.
https://doi.org/10.1386/SFT_00038_1

Niinimaki, K., Peters, G., Dahlbo, H., Perry, P.,
Rissanen, T., & Gwilt, A. (2020). The
environmental price of fast fashion.
Nature Reviews: Earth and
Environment, 1, 189-200.



GIPLATE

Product Lifetimes And The Environment

https://doi.org/10.1038/s43017-020-
0039-9

Parguel, B., Lunardo, R., & Benoit-Moreau, F.
(2017). Sustainability of the sharing
economy in question: When second-
hand peer-to-peer platforms stimulate
indulgent consumption. Technological
Forecasting and Social Change, 125,
48-57.
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.TECHFORE.
2017.03.029

Peters, G., Li, M., & Lenzen, M. (2021). The
need to decelerate fast fashion in a hot
climate - A global sustainability
perspective on the garment industry.
Journal of Cleaner Production, 295,
126390.
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JCLEPRO.20
21.126390

Rahbek, E., Pedersen, G., Wencke Gwozdz,
Kerli, & Hvass, K. (2018). Exploring the
Relationship Between Business Model
Innovation, Corporate Sustainability,
and Organisational Values within the
Fashion Industry. Journal of Business

Ethics, 149, 267-284.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-016-
3044-7

Richardson, K., Steffen, W., Lucht, W.,

Bendtsen, J., Cornell, S. E., Donges, J.
F., Druke, M., Fetzer, I., Bala, G., von
Bloh, W., Feulner, G., Fiedler, S.,
Gerten, D., Gleeson, T., Hofmann, M.,
Huiskamp, W., Kummu, M., Mohan, C.,
Nogués-Bravo, D., ... Rockstrém, J.

(2023). Earth beyond six of nine
planetary boundaries. Science
Advances, 9(37). doi:

10.1126/sciadv.adh2458

6" PLATE Conference Aalborg, Denmark, 2-4 July 2025

Wennberg, M. & Baldauf, C.
Consumer Engagement — When do Circular Business Models Pay Off?

Rockstrém, J., Steffen, W., Noone, K., Persson,
A., Chapin, F. S., Lambin, E. F.,
Lenton, T. M., Scheffer, M., Folke, C.,
Schellnhuber, H. J., Nykvist, B., De Wit,
C. A., Hughes, T., Van Der Leeuw, S.,
Rodhe, H., Sorlin, S., Snyder, P. K,
Costanza, R., Svedin, U., ... Foley, J.
A. (2009). A safe operating space for
humanity. Nature, 461(7263), 472—
475. https://doi.org/10.1038/461472a

Thorisdottir, T. S., Johannsdottir, L., Rahbek,
E., Pedersen, G., & Niinimaki, K.
(2024). Social, environmental, and
economic value in sustainable fashion
business models. Journal of Cleaner

Production, 442, 141091.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2024.1
41091

Trudel, R. (2019). Sustainable consumer
behavior.  Consumer  Psychology
Review, 2(1), 85-96.

https://doi.org/10.1002/arcp.1045
Unal, M., & Park, Y. H. (2023). Fewer Clicks,
More Purchases. Management
Science, 69(12), 7317-7334.
doi:10.1287/mnsc.2023.4716
Wiedemann, S. G., Clarke, S. J., Nguyen, Q. V,
Cheah, Z. X., & Simmons, A. T. (2023).
Strategies to reduce environmental
impacts from textiles: Extending
clothing wear life compared to fibre

displacement assessed using
consequential LCA. Resources,
Conservation & Recycling, 198, 921—
3449.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.202
3.107119



