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RECOMMERCE
AN EXTREMELY 
FAST-GROWING 
E-COMMERCE SECTOR
Text: Olof Källgren // Photos: Depositphotos

Regardless of what we choose to call this phenomenon, second-hand, pre-loved, circular 
economy, recommerce or C2C, we can rest assured that it’s here to stay. It’s really nothing 
new. People have been reselling things they no longer need for ages through garage sales, flea 
markets, and classified ads in newspapers or on billboards.

But with the spectacular development of 
the internet and the total breakthrough of 
e-commerce, the conditions for effective 

recommerce have undergone a metamorphosis and 
have become an incredibly fast-growing e-commerce 
sector. Through Direct Link – part of PostNord 
annually conducting studies of the development 
of e-commerce, we have gained deep knowledge 
of consumer behaviour and general conditions 
for e-commerce in many different markets and 
segments. To meet the accelerating demands, Direct 
Link has tailored offers to each country and region’s 
specific situation, which includes customs clearance 
and delivery options depending on weight, value and 
specific commercial needs.

The appeal of second-hand apparel 
Clothing and footwear were among the first product 
categories to be sold online when the internet slowly began 
to make its commercial triumph in the mid-1990s, and the 
category remains the top purchased online in most markets 
around the world. It has by far retained its position even as a 
second-hand product. In large markets like the United States, 
the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Brazil, clothing 
tops the list of what online consumers buy second-hand.

The second-hand apparel market has historically had quite a 
strong presence due to its low cost. However, in recent years, 
consumers have been using their buying power to make more 
thoughtful decisions about where their money goes. Well 

over half of the consumers in a recent study stated that they 
purchased second-hand items for environmental reasons and 
to make the most of products that would otherwise have been 
thrown away. Largely for this reason, the second-hand apparel 
market has seen a dramatic increase in sales. The global 
second-hand clothing market is now projected to generate 
77 billion U.S. dollars in revenue by 2025, up from 27 
billion U.S. dollars in 2022. Besides, people have been more 
concerned about the way in which clothes are manufactured. 
Therefore, sustainability has become a leading factor in their 
fashion purchasing decisions compared with previous years. 

Consumers favour mindful and sustainable brands and are 
shifting to brands that operate with more social and ethical 
values. As second-hand fashion allows consumers to buy 
timeless items in a sustainable way and at a comparatively 
low cost, it is expected that the post-pandemic apparel 
market will be driven by second-hand fashion. By the end of 
2023, it is estimated that this market will account for 27% 
of consumers’ wardrobes worldwide. Younger generations, 
in particular, have shifted their purchasing patterns and are 
more open to buying used clothes.  

Offline channels have historically dominated the second-hand 
market, but with the general growth in e-commerce, online 
is set to outpace offline. In the United States, where the 
resale market is one of the most mature, the value of online 
second-hand channels is projected to surpass offline channels 
by 2026. According to the Statista Global Consumer Survey, 
around half of online consumers in Germany and Sweden 
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purchased second-hand clothing items in 2021. In China, 
this has still not taken off, with only one in five online 
consumers buying pre-used. Overall, consumers were more 
open to purchasing second-hand clothing than accessories 
and footwear. Even in the United States, where purchases of 
such items were more common, less than a third of online 
consumers bought second-hand accessories and footwear.

Resale platforms attract interest from major players  
Online resale platforms have begun to attract attention 
from more established players in the retail and e-commerce 
industry. In 2021, Etsy announced the 1.6 billion U.S. 
dollar acquisition of Depop, a peer-to-peer social fashion 
resale platform founded in the UK in 2011 and with offices 
in Milan and New York. Since its launch, Depop has taken 
the online second-
hand market by 
storm, enabling 
consumers to 
buy and sell used 
items. Depop is a 
bit different from 
other B2C or C2C 
shopping apps due 
to its social media-
driven approach 
to retailing. The 
brand’s identity as a 
social shopping app, a mix between Instagram and eBay, has 
led to a following of very engaged users. 

According to a 2020 survey, nearly half of Depop users in 
Australia, the UK, and the U.S. were motivated to purchase 
second-hand items online to check the latest trends. For 
a large majority, second-hand shopping is one of the 
solutions to sustainability problems. 75% of the app’s users 
stated they were buying used goods online to decrease the 
consumption related to clothing purchases. With more than 
four million active buyers across the platform, the company 
revenue was 70 million U.S. dollars in 2020.

The fashion industry needs to come to terms with its 
environmental footprint
The fast development of resale is tightly connected to 
the fact that the fashion industry has to consider its 
environmental conflicts. For a long time, the gigantic 
production of clothing and textiles has undoubtedly 
contributed to environmental waste and harmful emissions. 

The textile industry´s environmental impact is also 
forecast to worsen under the current business model. In 
recent years, some clothing retailers have finally been 
addressing this situation. Companies are making design 
and production processes more sustainable, trying to 
keep clothing pieces in use for a longer time, and actively 
advocating a circular model of design, production, and 

consumption. For retailers, the sale of second-hand items 
has emerged as a beneficial model to carry this goal into 
effect. Several mainstream clothing companies have 
initiated their own second-hand selling programs, mainly 
via online channels. H&M is considered to be one of the 
leading examples in Europe. The H&M Group brand Cos 
offers a second-hand platform for buying and selling used 
Cos garments. The Group´s entrance into second-hand 
clothing started in 2015 when the company invested in 
Sellpy, the Sweden-based online clothing platform startup. 
Since 2019, H&M Group has been the majority owner of 
Sellpy, with a 70% stake. Since then, Sellpy has expanded 
beyond the Swedish borders and has become a truly 
international player in the online second-hand apparel 
market. Today, Sellpy is available in 20 European markets, 

including Germany, 
the Netherlands, 
and Austria.

German-based 
online fashion 
giant Zalando also 
offers pre-owned 
fashion items on 
its marketplace. 
Additionally, 
Zalando started 
a peer-to-peer 

platform for fashion with the Wardrobe app in 2018. The 
app received a major makeover in 2021 and was relaunched 
as Zircle. The app is a platform for buyers and sellers of 
second-hand women’s clothing items with free shipping 
provided by Zalando. Zircle operates in two ways. Firstly, 
users can sell pre-owned fashion to Zalando, and in turn, 
Zalando sells these items in its online or offline stores. 
Secondly, users can sell items directly to the community 
within Zircle´s online marketplace.   

Demand for more second-hand clothing options in 
physical stores
So far, consumption of preowned clothing has been driven 
by online channels and B2B/C2C platforms specialising 
in resale. However, as second-hand penetrates further 
into the mainstream apparel market, retailers are taking 
the opportunity to listen to the demands of consumers. 
According to the results of a 2021 study across four leading 
European markets, around half of all shoppers want more 
second-hand options in shops belonging to major brands. 
Consumers in Sweden were particularly keen on better 
access to clothing items. Roughly six in 10 respondents 
said they want to see more second-hand garments in 
offline outlets like local shops and department stores. Get a quote to see how Direct Link 

can support you with cross-border 
e-commerce deliveries, warehousing, 

and fulf ilment! 

Luxury goods are gaining ground on the second-hand 
market
Mainstream clothing is by far the largest product category 
for online buying and selling second-hand. But there 
are also some interesting runners-up; luxury goods are 
undoubtedly one of them. Physical stores that connect 
buyers of luxury goods have been the main sales channel, 
and the transition into digital and online has come later 
than certain other categories. However, now the typical 
luxury consumer seems to take on a different guise.
They are younger with a high affinity for shopping, 
getting inspired and sharing online. Consumer interest in 
second-hand luxury goods is fueled by a growing number 
of specialised online platforms that let users buy and 
sometimes sell personal luxury goods online. Vestiaire 
Collective is one of the dominating online platforms for 
second-hand luxury goods partly owned by the giant The 
Kering Group, which owns Gucci, Balenciaga, and Saint 
Laurent, among others. Concern about the environment 
contributed to the main motivation of both sellers and 
buyers of second-hand luxury. The perception that buying 
via second-hand channels was sustainable was clearly 
stronger in younger consumers. In a survey, those under the 
age of 40 strongly agreed that buying second-hand was a 
sustainable choice. In 2021, the global luxury resale market 
reached an overall value of approximately 33 billion U.S. 
dollars. By 2025, the industry is expected to reach a market 
size of 47 billion U.S. dollars. 

Generation Z will drive recommerce forward
Generation Z consists of people who grew up on both sides 
of the millennium transition, usually defined as those born 
between 1997 and 2009. They are quite different in terms 
of values from other generations, an interesting point since 
they will soon have an extensive influence on our whole 
society. Gen Z is often singled out as the most critical 
consumer group we have seen so far. This is the first 
generation to date that has spent its entire life more or less 
constantly connected to the internet. 

They differ from previous generations in several ways, for 
instance, when it comes to how they perceive marketing. 
They love brands and often stay loyal towards their 
favourites, but at the same time require them to be 
genuine, honest, and socially engaged. They also favour 
visual-based media and marketing rather than text-based. 
For that reason, social media platforms and influencers 
have become particularly important and valued marketing 
channels towards this target group. They are much more 
likely to buy sustainable, high-quality products. 73% of 
Generation Z consumers are willing to pay 10% more for 
environmentally friendly goods, according to a study from 
First Insight. They value personalised products and have a 
penchant for brands that share their own point of view on 
political issues.

Studies show that a majority of Generation Z prefer to 
do their shopping online rather than in physical stores 
and that stores have to change significantly for them 
to be interested in going there. Above all, in terms of 
stores having to become more of social gathering places, 
they needed to provide better access to information, for 
instance, via QR codes, and they had to shape up when it 
comes to music and lighting. So, the general conclusion 
is that both brick-and-mortar stores and e-tailers should 
prepare for the fact that this particular generation will be 
quite challenging as future consumers.

As part of PostNord, the largest provider of logistics 
solutions and geographical coverage in the Nordic 
countries, Direct Link are specialist in customer-specific 
delivery solutions and the distribution of e-commerce 
goods anywhere in the world. 100% coverage of the Nordic 
market and delivers to over 190 countries across the globe 
each day – Direct Link will manage your deliveries no 
matter the destination. •• 

          

“THE FAST DEVELOPMENT OF RESALE 
IS TIGHTLY CONNECTED TO THE FACT 
THAT THE FASHION INDUSTRY HAS 
TO CONSIDER ITS ENVIRONMENTAL 

CONFLICTS. ” 
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