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Abstract
Resale-based circular business models (CBMs) hold immense potential to contribute 
towards sustainability in fashion retail. To significantly impact triple bottom line (TBL) 
sustainability, these fashion CBMs need to be scalable. This paper investigates the chal-
lenges for scaling resale-based fashion from a TBL perspective, as well as the strategic 
resources required to solve these. Based on 15 semi-structured interviews, six key scal-
ability challenges and six main strategic resources are identified. Findings show that even 
though challenges are mostly referred to in economic terms, environmental and social 
challenges are also present. The difference is that those challenges are less visible, partly 
due to the lack of clear and standardised tools and definitions to interpret scale. Lessons 
from the study can be insightful for practitioners in reflecting on the scalability potential of 
their CBMs from a TBL perspective and understanding what resources to make use of or 
develop.

Keywords Circular business model · Fashion · Resale · Triple bottom line · Scalability · 
Resource-based view

Introduction

Circular business models (CBMs) have in recent years been discussed as an integral part of 
tackling the environmental crisis by transitioning industries to more sustainable production 
and consumption practices. The fashion industry, criticised for its unsustainable environmen-
tal and social impacts [1], has not been unaffected by this development. Both established 
firms and entrepreneurial ventures have started gathering momentum in experimenting with 
different types of CBMs that aim to extend and intensify the use of garments and circulate 
materials to avoid waste and reduce the need for virgin materials [2]. However, despite the 
implementation of CBMs, the transition to a more sustainable fashion industry is slow as 
many initiatives remain small in scale [3]. Still, the European Commission refers to circular 
economy practices as an indispensable part of their industrial strategy and emphasises that 
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“scaling up the circular economy from front-runners to the mainstream economic players will 
make a decisive contribution to achieving climate neutrality” [4, p. 4].

According to the Ellen MacArthur Foundation [5], there are mainly four types of CBMs 
in use in the fashion industry, namely resale, renting, repair, and/or remake. Of these, 
the resale-based CBMs show the highest potential for the operationalising of the circu-
lar economy due to their contribution towards extending product lifetimes and reducing 
resource dependence [6, 7]. Woolridge et al. [8] for example estimate that with every kilo-
gramme of cotton displaced by reuse-based consumption, 65 kWh is saved. In addition to 
this, the European Commission [4] predicts that resale will create new local job opportuni-
ties. Within the fashion retail industry, resale CBMs also show the fastest growth potential 
[9]. In recent years, resale consumption has even grown faster than fast fashion [10]. The 
growth potential is also manifested in the division of market shares, which, for example 
in the USA is expected to shift from predominantly charities to for-profit companies by 
2024 [10, 11], overall showing a 15–20% growth in several countries. All in all, this makes 
resale stand out as the most scaled-up CBM in the fashion sector in the current condition. 
This is positive considering that it also ranks as a highly demanded circular alternative 
along the EU waste hierarchy.

A fundamental argument of this paper is that to capture the potential of CBMs as effec-
tive contributors to sustainable development, these models need to be scalable; that means 
going from small initiatives to businesses with the capacity to displace linear systems 
and make circularity mainstream. The premise of scalability in a business model context 
is largely grounded in economic value creation and the business’s ability to expand geo-
graphically and increase its turnover. Strategies such as economy of scale in production 
processes [12] or increasing efficiency by using scalable technology [13] are closely con-
nected to this idea. However, this traditional perspective of scalability does not cover a full 
circular value proposition. A circular business model should create value across the three 
dimensions of the triple bottom line (TBL): economic, environmental, and social.

While CBM scalability should include economic considerations, CBM literature [14, 
15] stresses the need for balancing economic growth with the other dimensions of the TBL, 
viz. environmental and social dimensions. Consequently, CBMs might experience different 
challenges when it comes to scalability compared to linear models. For example, a lack of 
commitment to integrating environmental and social values into the general growth strate-
gies [16], a lack of social awareness and acceptance [6, 17], and incommensurability, and 
lack of standardised metrics that balance economic, environmental, and social values when 
assessing progress [18]. While some acknowledgements of scalability challenges can be 
found in existing literature, a general shortcoming is the lack of comprehensive exploration 
of what effect TBL sustainability considerations have on CBM scalability.

We argue that organisations need to reconfigure their resource-base to align with circu-
lar strategies [19] and develop strategies for scaling their CBMs. Understanding the chal-
lenges to CBM scalability, therefore, demands a wide perspective that extends across all 
three dimensions of sustainability within circular value propositions. This involves explor-
ing what strategic resources need to be efficiently and effectively implemented to mitigate 
these challenges. Drawing upon a resource-based perspective is thus crucial to explore 
challenges when scaling businesses, and the strategic resources firms need to develop and 
employ to succeed with their scaling efforts. From a strategic resource perspective (under-
pinning by resource-based view), resources in the form of tangible and intangible assets 
contribute to higher organisational performance [20]. The inability to develop a resource-
base to meet the strategic need could, from this perspective, pose a critical concern that 
prevents the business from scaling up which would also slow down the transition to a 
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circular economy. Todeschini et al. [21] for example find that partnerships are important 
strategic resources if they are engaged and align with core values. If not, they instead pose 
a challenge for scaling up, at least if the circular value proposition should remain intact.

Against this background, the purpose of the paper is to explore the challenges for scal-
ing resale-based fashion across TBL sustainability and find the strategic resources required 
to mitigate them.

To achieve this purpose, literature was reviewed to explore the relationship between 
CBMs, the TBL, and scalability. This is presented in the next section of the paper. To 
reveal scalability challenges as well as mitigating resources, an exploratory interview-based 
approach was adopted where semi-structured interviews were held with managers engaged 
in CBM initiatives. The approach, data collection, and analysis are further explained in 
the “Methods” section. From the interviews, six key scalability challenges and six main 
strategic resources were identified. These are presented in the “Findings and Analysis” sec-
tion, where the relationship to different perspectives in the TBL is also presented. In the 
last section of the paper, the findings are discussed, and conclusions are made regarding 
the relationship between TBL perspectives and scalability challenges for fashion resale 
CBMs. In this section, limitations are also discussed, and suggestions for future research 
are provided.

Literature Review

Treatment of Triple Bottom Line Sustainability in CBMs

Since the objectives of CBMs are to operationalise the circular economy by creating a 
restorative and regenerative system [14], TBL sustainability is fundamental to their func-
tioning. The TBL framework for sustainable development promotes firms to develop busi-
ness models that consider all stakeholders’ well-being, and not just business shareholders. 
In other words, businesses should bring value to people, profit, and the planet [22]. The 
TBL can be said to generally describe the dimensions of sustainable development in a way 
that can be adapted to a broad range of different contexts [14]. In contrast, the CBM con-
cept describes the operationalisation of sustainable development through circular practices 
[23].

The economic dimension of TBL sustainability addresses issues related to economic 
performance such as sales, profit [24], liquidity, efficiency, and competitiveness [25], sus-
tained over time. In the CBM context, this is mainly described in terms of economic via-
bility [26] but also in terms of new ways of capturing untapped economic value through 
recirculation and reuse [27]. However, some scholars have criticised the circular economy 
concept for being too optimistic in its promise to decouple economic growth from resource 
use and environmental impact [28]. Skene [29] even argues that a growth-based circular 
economy is not feasible, “circles cannot deliver growth, only spirals can” (p. 489). Thus, 
critics reason that promising the same economic growth from CBMs as from conventional 
business models is inherently challenging in practice.

From the environmental sustainability point of view, firms often use environmental 
management systems to monitor their environmental impacts. A problem that has been 
raised is that these systems focus on the intention to manage environmental impact rather 
than providing a benchmark for measuring the actual performance [24]. In CBM litera-
ture, the environmental dimension is often discussed in terms of resource efficiency (e.g. 
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consumption of energy, water, and other non-generative material) [30], amount of waste 
generated or avoided, and pollution [31]. Additionally, quality and durability are often 
included when discussing environmental impact since high-quality products are expected 
to reduce waste streams [30]. Luxury fashion products are therefore sometimes seen as 
more environmentally sustainable since the high material and design quality suggests lon-
gevity [32].

Finally, from the social value perspective, a variety of aspects, such as social equity, job 
creation, and social well-being, can be highlighted [22, 33]. Seen from a business perspec-
tive, Ajamal Ajmal et al. [33] translate this to learning and growth, community develop-
ment, and safety and security. In CBM literature, such explicit focus on social sustainability 
is not extensively addressed [34]; some even claim that the social dimension is neglected in 
the circular economy [28, 35]. When included, it is generally in terms of job creation and 
security [14] and impact on the culture and habits of communities affected by the firm’s 
operations [36].

To sum-up, despite the presence of some scholarly works signifying the importance 
of TBL sustainability in CBMs [14, 25], the literature has considerably overlooked the 
need for understanding the effect TBL considerations might have on CBMs’ scalability. 
As a notable exception Elf, Werner, and Black [3] found that while the initiatives in their 
study showed limited scalability from an organisational growth perspective, they had the 
resources to actively shape customer attitudes. This would not directly translate to financial 
profit (at least not short-term) but could impact industrial sustainability at large by making 
circular consumption more mainstream. It can be thus concluded that the three dimensions 
of the TBL sustainability framework can therefore help us gain a more holistic view of 
CBM scalability.

CBM Scalability from Triple Bottom Line Perspective

Zhang, Lichtenstein, and Gander [37] define scalability in a business model context as 
when operational elements have been organised to promote growth while at the same time 
“preserving and, in some cases, increasing the quality and features of products/services” 
(p. 243). In a CBM context, scalability can be described as the ability to go from small 
initiatives to businesses with the capacity to displace linear systems and make circularity 
mainstream. This includes the general objective of CBMs while also considering efficiency 
benefits from scale while maintaining quality as in the definition by Zhang, Lichtenstein, 
and Gander [37]. Moreover, when developing strategies for scaling the business model, its 
impacts, and operations, CBMs must reconfigure their strategic resource-base to align with 
circular strategies that build on economic, environmental, and social sustainability [19].

Hultberg and Pal [38] have recently pointed out a number of scalability strategies in the 
CBM context, most of them targeting economic perspectives of scale such as geographical 
expansion and increased turnover. These strategies primarily build on resources and capa-
bilities, both internal and external, to the firm. An example of this is how organisations can 
replicate successful business operations in new locations by leveraging internal knowledge 
and strengths [39] or develop strategic partnerships to piggyback on established networks 
and thus increase output volumes and reach new customers [40]. These aim to overcome 
challenges with efficiency and are connected to economies of scale.

While the economic scalability is more explored, extant literature also provides evi-
dence on how firms can scale the social impact of their business model, and to a lesser 
extent environmental. In the field of social innovation, scholars have explored the topic of 
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scaling social impact. For instance, by influencing larger policy change [41], building alli-
ances [42], or teaching entrepreneurs to copy a business model and thus spread the impact 
to other areas or beneficiaries [43]. These strategies aim for larger market impacts or sys-
tems change, rather than only economic scalability in the form of profit and organisational 
growth.

Scalability potentials and challenges are also discussed in CBM and resale literature, 
but often from an economic, cost-efficiency perspective. Platform-based peer-to-peer mod-
els are for example described as more scalable since they rely on network effects and have 
low inventory investments [44], demand-driven small-scale production building on digital 
innovation is suggested to move the industry from an economy of scale to scope [45], and 
collaborating with multi-stakeholders is suggested for accessing large-scale infrastructure 
[6]. A general change in attitudes towards resale-based CBM is also seen as contributing 
to the general growth of these models [45, 46]. What is missing is a critical view of how to 
scale a circular value proposition that includes all three dimensions of the TBL.

Even though it can be inferred that positive environmental and social impacts will 
increase as the organisation expands its operation, often there are trade-offs to consider 
[28]. The resource-restraint and social responsibilities incorporated in CBMs likely make 
scalability more complex when rebound effects need to be avoided. Resource efficiency, a 
key practice in CBMs and closely connected to scalability, can for example lead to severe 
rebound effects if considerations are not taken to limit its effect on environmental and 
social dimensions. That is, more efficiently produced products could lead to increased sales 
which, in turn, lead to the same or even increased resource use overall [47]. CBMs must 
therefore balance all dimensions of the TBL in their efforts to scale [15].

Methods

This study adopts an exploratory interview-based approach to understand the challenges 
to scaling fashion resale CBMs, and the strategic resources devised to mitigate these chal-
lenges. Given the relative dearth of research concerning CBM scaling, in particular con-
cerning challenges and strategic resource requirements, our study adopts an inductive 
approach. Explanations are derived through the exploration of the empirical context [48]. 
For this purpose, we devised open-ended questions in a semi-structured interview format 
to allow for both structure (i.e. to keep the interview on the topic of CBM scaling) and 
flexibility (i.e. adapt the questions as the interviews unfolded to allow the addition of new 
insights) [49].

Research Design and Sampling

The company cases were selected via purposive sampling to cover a large variety of 
configurations and perspectives [50] pertaining to resale-based CBMs. The selected 
companies represent implemented CBMs with diverse growth strategies (e.g. franchis-
ing, organic product-market expansion, strategic partnerships, or a mix thereof), sales 
channels, product ranges (e.g. outdoor garments, fast fashion, premium fashion, vin-
tage), firm size, and years of operation. These companies are either “born circular” with 
circularity being the main part of their business model or “born linear” but have devel-
oped complementary CBM initiatives over the years. A common feature is that all the 
companies have a strong presence in the Swedish market, and they all concentrate on 
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capturing value by extending product life and slowing down the use of resources by 
reselling pre-owned garments, including add-on value-adding activities such as repair 
and re-design.

The Swedish market was identified as a relevant context for this study since it repre-
sents an active and growing market for fashion resale consumption. The Swedish market 
for second-hand clothes represents SEK 3 billion, which is approximately 7% of new 
sales [51]. It grew by almost 15% in 2019, which is four times higher than the general 
retail market [51]. Myrorna, one of the largest resale charities in Sweden, collects 7000 
tons of post-consumer clothes and textiles annually of which 10–20% are resold in Swe-
den [52]. This is comparable to the fraction of resold products in other high-income 
countries such as the UK (15–30%) [10].

Traditionally, while charities have been the major players, in recent years, there has 
been a strong emergence of for-profit players like retail brands and re-commerce plat-
forms foraying into the resale market, such as H&M Group and Tradera. This is largely 
impacted by the changing regulatory landscape in Sweden regarding the development of 
a national strategy for the textile circular economy led by preparation for documenting 
extended producer responsibility [53]. Circularity, and in particular resale and reuse, is 
thus high on most fashion retailers’ sustainability agenda in line with the EU waste hier-
archy framework, and many have been involved in resale CBM activities for a long time 
[54, 55]. Sustainability is also high on Swedish consumers’ agendas; a recent survey of 
Swedish consumers’ attitudes towards sustainability shows an increased interest in more 
sustainable lifestyles [56]. This is noticeable in the fact that the frequency that Swedish 
consumers buy second-hand has increased in the last decade, from 2.6 times per year on 
average in 2009 to 4.1 in 2019 [57]. Overall, this creates a rich and relevant empirical 
context.

Data Collection

Data was collected through 15 semi-structured interviews with top managers from 11 com-
panies operating in the Swedish market (see Table 1). Additional interviews were held with 
four of the companies to follow up on current developments in their CBMs. Interviews 
were carried out using online video conference software and later transcribed for analysis.

To identify the key challenges and strategic resources in connection to CBM scalability, 
the interview guide was built around broad focus areas covering different aspects of the 
organisation’s operation (i.e. routines, sales channels, local adaptations, knowledge, part-
ners, customers, turning points, goals, and funding). For each area, a battery of potential 
questions was prepared that could be adjusted to the specific company and interview situa-
tion. As suggested by Brinkmann and Kvale [49], the focus areas and questions were con-
tinuously developed over time from new insights that came to light during the interviews. 
Using open questions that follow the respondent’s narrative allowed for serendipitous 
insights that would be overlooked with a more structured approach [49].

The number of interviews is limited mainly because the concept under study is rela-
tively novel and practices still emerging. The focus has therefore been on the breadth of 
the data in terms of representing a rich variety of business configurations. Furthermore, 
the last interviews that were held revealed no new themes in terms of challenges and 
resources, which indicates that a saturation point has been reached for the sought level 
of analysis [58].
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Data Analysis

The transcription and subsequent analysis were carried out using the qualitative data analy-
sis software NVivo. The analysis roughly followed the three steps of an inductive approach 
suggested by Brinkmann and Kvale [49] when analysing interview data focusing on mean-
ing. Such an approach is similar to the thematic analysis described by Braun and Clarke 
[59] and contains the three steps of coding, condensation, and interpretation.

The first step involved breaking down the transcribed text into smaller units by cod-
ing. Here, the interview transcripts were read thoroughly, and excerpts relevant to CBMs 
scalability challenges and strategic resources were sorted into initial codes and temporary 
categories. These initial codes thus emerged inductively from the empirical material. In 
the second step, closely related codes were condensed into categories representing closely 
related meanings or concepts. The categories were given descriptive labels. In the third 
step, these were interpreted further and distilled into overarching themes in an iterative 
process by going back and forth between the transcripts and different levels of coding and 
condensing. The data analysis was foremost carried out by the first author. To strengthen 
the validity of the result the initial codes, categories and themes were continuously dis-
cussed with the second author. Where the researchers had different interpretations, these 
were resolved in what can be described as a discursive alignment of interpretation [60]. 
For each category, representative quotes were selected and translated to complement the 
descriptive findings (see Tables 2 and 3 in the appendix).

Findings and Analysis

The analysis resulted in six themes of challenges, each one related to a certain dimension 
of the TBL. The analysis also provided insights into what type of resources the resale-
based fashion CBMs need access to, or already possessed, to overcome these challenges 
and improve their ability to scale. Additionally, Tables 2 and 3 show the initial codes and 
give exemplary quotes for the categories underpinning the identified themes.

Inefficiency and the Need for Investments: Economic Challenges and Mitigating 
Resources

From an economic perspective, two main challenges were identified (see Fig.  1). These 
mainly relate to the lack of efficiency due to low product standardisation and the lack of 
standardised solutions due to the newness of the CBM concept. In line with the general 
description of CBM [see 14], it was the economic perspective that received the most atten-
tion in the interviews. Not necessarily because economic challenges constitute bigger bar-
riers to scaling CBMs. More likely, it is because the economic dimension is more estab-
lished and a decisive factor for the survival of the CBM.

Inefficiency

The first challenge is the lack of operational efficiency that comes from low product 
standardisation and the organisational complexity this gives rise to. Where linear fashion 
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retailers create a collection by designing a limited number of styles that can be produced in 
large volumes of different sizes and colours, resale-based retailers need to create a collec-
tion from existing or redesigned garments. This means dealing with each unique garment 
individually which is challenging for scalability. Even brands that resell or repair their own 
garments and therefore have a limited number of styles share this problem. Garments that 
have been worn have changed in different ways, both visually (e.g. from wear and tear) and 
in terms of size (e.g. from wash or wear). Two garments that were identical when new are 
likely slightly different when sold in resale. As a result, resale-based CBMs struggle to take 
advantage of economy of scale and instead depend on time-consuming and manual rou-
tines which leads to inefficiency and high costs.

To overcome this challenge, the respondents refer to simplified and standardised rou-
tines and work processes that are centrally managed and supported. Routines and pro-
cesses must be developed so that garments can be dealt with on an aggregated level, for 
example by creating categories with several defining attributes. This entails a new way of 
defining variation. Garments coded as the same category may have different colour varia-
tions, patterns, fit, or size, depending on how the category is defined. The benefit is that by 
codifying knowledge, it can be shared throughout the organisation and is less dependent 
on individual employees’ subjective views. These routines need to have centralised sup-
port, even when the purchasing may be distributed. The centralised support organisation 
not only helps to develop more efficient processes but also works as a knowledge hub and 
ensures that the concept is kept intact as the business scales out. Without it, there is a risk 
that each outlet finds its own solutions for the same issues and starts to develop in different 
directions.

Another resource that helps simplify and reduce complexity is the brick-and-mortar 
store which is described as more scalable than running an online store. Intuitively, it seems 
paradoxical that CBMs building on re-commerce is described as more challenging to scale 
than brick-and-mortar stores. Digital business models are generally described as highly 
scalable [61]. However, resale business models have trouble capitalising on the scalabil-
ity potential of e-commerce due to low product standardisation. In comparison, brick-and-
mortar stores can be managed more efficiently and with reduced complexity, thus solving 
challenges related to economic scalability. Since each garment in resale is unique, a lot 
of information needs to be provided to the customer. In the brick-and-mortar store, the 
customer can evaluate the garment themselves by inspecting it or trying it on. In re-com-
merce, this information must be provided by the CBM and often requires manual input and 
increased customer support; sometimes individual garments even need to be measured so 

Fig. 1  Identified challenges and strategic resources from an economic perspective
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that correct size information can be given. Customers can also get a quicker overview of 
the offer in the brick-and-mortar store and can easily find items that they are not actively 
looking for. In re-commerce, it takes more dedication and patience to scroll through page 
after page to see the entire catalogue of garments. Additionally, brick-and-mortar stores 
can work as meeting places and increase customer engagement; this will be discussed later.

Whether the resale business operates a brick-and-mortar or re-commerce, or both, they 
need an integrated data management system to handle the product complexity. Large vol-
umes of unique products need to be kept track of, time-consuming tasks should be auto-
mated when possible, and/or data need to be gathered (e.g. sales statistics). For the system 
to be of strategic importance for the economic scalability of the CBM, it must support the 
specific processes of the organisation. The CBMs that early on developed systems that sup-
ported their CBM design have had an advantage, whether they developed it in-house or 
through collaborations. Starting out, one second-hand company spent a lot of time keep-
ing track of garments since their system needed much additional manual input (e.g. who 
the seller was, how long garments had been in the store). While this was workable for one 
store, a precondition for pursuing scaling through franchising was to invest in the develop-
ment of an integrated system that could support their consignment model. It was not until 
the system had been implemented that they could fully start their scaling efforts.

Gathering and keeping track of data is another key function supporting buying deci-
sions and forecasting trends. Without an integrated system generating resale data, one com-
pany dedicated to reselling vintage proclaims that it would be impossible to manage their 
operation at scale. However, one problem that needs to be solved is how to get data into the 
system without adding manual and time-consuming steps. This is especially relevant for re-
commerce. Integrating with existing systems is one solution. Brands can for example use 
their existing product data when selling second-hand. Another way to get around the prob-
lem, at least for consignment models, is to use the consumer and give them access to input 
the data. One second-hand company uses this strategy and has developed an app where 
consumers input information about potential garments to sell, which reduces the workload 
in internal processes. This is similar to a peer-to-peer model but with the difference that 
the firm controls the offer. In this situation, consumers will take the role of a partner, rather 
than only a customer.

Investments in New Solutions

The second challenge connected to economic scalability is a lack of knowledge and of-the-
shelf solutions for resale-based CBMs. This means that to create a scalable resale-business, 
investments in the form of time and money must first be made to develop knowledge, rou-
tines, staff, and systems that can support the specific CBM. The data management systems 
mentioned above are an example of this. Instead of buying a system, respondents discuss 
how they have had to be involved in developing these systems. This takes resources and 
time away from other activities. Another example is the competencies and skills required 
in resale-based CBMs. These have not been available at scale in the job market, partly 
because it is not part of the general curriculum in fashion and business education and partly 
because most companies still work according to linear logic.

Having employees who understand, and are educated in, the logic behind the CBM, 
therefore, makes it easier to scale. It saves time and improves efficiency. The respondents 
described how new employees, with experience in conventional retail, need to erase all 
that they know from linear retail and learn anew after hire. Access to trained employees, 
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therefore, affects the rate at which new outlets can be opened since the old staff need to be 
there and support and educate the new team during an extensive period. For one of the sec-
ond-hand companies, this is the main reason why they are only managing to open one new 
store at a time. However, it should be noted that this is not limited to retail staff. Account-
ants, merchandisers, designers, and staff working with IT solutions are also mentioned.

To bridge knowledge gaps and/or save resources, purposeful partnerships and collaborations 
can be crucial. Partnerships are described as strategic resources when they provide solutions to 
problems that the CBMs have difficulty solving themselves. Developing an IT system in-house 
is a solution for some organisations while others need to find partners to collaborate with. Part-
nerships can also reduce complexity or lend legitimacy. Partnering with an established brand 
for example gives access to new sales channels and communities by piggybacking on resources 
and legitimacy that the brand enjoys. That is, collaborations and partnerships are often a way to 
circumvent the need for costly investments in developing new resources and capabilities.

Lack of Comparability and Imbalanced Competition: Environmental Challenges 
and Mitigating Resources

Respondents refer to resale as having great potential to reduce the environmental impact of 
fashion consumption. At the same time, they recognise that there are challenges to scaling 
up these positive impacts. From the interview data, two themes relevant to the challenges 
of scaling environmental impacts were identified (see Fig. 2 for an overview of these and 
the related mitigating resources). These relate to a lack of comparability and metrics and 
what the respondents perceive as imbalanced competition.

Lack of Comparability and Knowledge

Measuring the environmental impacts of CBMs was brought up by respondents as chal-
lenging on its own but also as something that affected the scalability. While economic 
performance can be measured relatively easily and compared to other organisations and 
initiatives, environmental impact is not so easily quantified. There is uncertainty as to 

Fig. 2  Identified challenges and strategic resources from an environmental perspective
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what should be measured, and how. A challenge for the CBMs’ environmental scalabil-
ity is therefore lack of metrics or other tools that can be used to provide a compre-
hensive and clear business case that not only concentrates on economic profit. Without 
knowing the environmental impact of the CBM, it is of course difficult to even know 
what it is that should be scaled up. Even though there are different methods and indica-
tors for measuring the environmental impacts of CBMs (for an overview, see e.g. [62]), 
it is an underdeveloped area [63, 64]. Combined with the unclear definition of what con-
stitutes a CBM [34], managers express uncertainty concerning what they should meas-
ure and what can be labelled circular without the risk of greenwashing. The respondents 
describe how environmental values are lost in translation when subjected to everyday 
business operations and therefore not prioritised (if not simultaneously showing tan-
gible economic value). A manager at one of the fast fashion companies explains that 
when they ask for resources for the CBM initiatives, they end up in a queue where they 
compete for attention with other initiatives that more clearly show potential economic 
gains and are therefore not prioritised. Due to this uncertainty and lack of comparable 
metrics, the CBMs seem to get stuck in fragmented pilots and experiments in order to 
build business cases. Resources that could have been used to scale the CBM are instead 
allocated to pilots and similar activities in an effort to gather more information.

Correctly measuring and keeping track of environmental impacts is also important 
to make sure that the believed impact is real. The environmental impact of resale-based 
fashion is for example often discussed in terms of volumes collected and resold. This 
way of measuring assumes that each resold garment substitutes the production and sale 
of a new garment, which is not necessarily true. Catlin and Wang [65] for example show 
that the use of paper towels in a public restroom increased as a recycling option was 
introduced, often described as the rebound effect. That is, introducing a recycling option 
not only increased the amount collected for recycling but also the amount of resources 
used. A similar circular economy rebound [47] could be true for the resale of used gar-
ments. This uncertainty of knowing and being able to show the actual impact was dis-
cussed by the respondents as having a hampering effect on the rate at which the environ-
mental dimension of a CBM can expand and scale up. The resources that were identified 
as mitigating these challenges have to do with both the ability to take chances and dare 
to act even though not all facts are known and having systems in place that can gather 
relevant data and support future analyses and forecasts.

Managers who are willing to take chances and support CBM initiatives even without 
a clear business case are one such resource. Willingness to act on a belief or personal 
conviction that CBMs need to grow contributes to environmental scalability. It is some-
times argued that taking organised action is more important than rational well-substanti-
ated decisions. The better choice is the choice that leads to action [66]. In this case, this 
seems to be true. Without the support of engaged managers who believe in the CBM 
concept even when financial earnings are uncertain, the risk is that it will end up as a 
pilot or small-scale side activity.

Nevertheless, data is important, and just as discussed previously, an integrated data 
management system that keeps track of and helps gather data without adding manual 
time-consuming activities is important. Data can, at an early stage, be handled by exist-
ing systems, but as the CBM grows, data must be available at a larger scale and cover 
areas not included in systems developed for linear business models. Systems, therefore, 
need to be tailored to the specific processes of the business model and key environmen-
tal measures. One of the premium brands means that having access to data would make 
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it easier for them to understand the value of their CBM initiative, develop it, and inte-
grate it better with the rest of the organisation.

Imbalanced Competition in a Linear Market

The fact that the transition to a circular economy has not yet happened means that linear as 
well as circular businesses compete in a linear economic market with linear logic and poli-
cies. Many stakeholders, including investors and shareholders, still expect profits on the 
same scale as before. While some CBM may deliver on this, others will struggle. Making 
enough profit to operate, grow, and deliver high environmental values is not always seen as 
good enough when compared to conventional business models that do not have the same 
constraints on the use of resources. Respondents refer to a feeling of unfairness, where the 
positive environmental impacts they generate are not valued by policymakers and investors.

Engaged managers who are willing to take chances and support CBM initiatives are a miti-
gating resource for this as well since they help shift the perspective. This engagement is rooted 
in something greater than economic profit. A manager at one of the second-hand companies 
expressed this as being part of something bigger, while another expressed a more personal con-
viction that the fashion industry needed to change. Both showed a clear belief that even if they 
felt that competition was imbalanced, it was worth pursuing and striving for change.

Changing the economic system that the industry is playing by is however hard to do one 
business at a time. Purposeful partnerships are therefore key strategic resources to mitigate 
this challenge as well. These partnerships are made up of competitors creating collabora-
tion platforms where the purpose is to gain strength in numbers and influence for larger 
change. This can, for example, be influencing policymakers or sharing best practice experi-
ences and learn from each other. One such policy change that was discussed was taxes on 
resold products and how lower taxes could even out the playing field.

Partnerships between traditional linear brands and resale businesses were also high-
lighted as they both gain from spreading the acceptance of circular fashion. When a brand 
invites resale into their stores, or on other platforms, they help normalise the consumption 
of reused fashion and remove the stigma. The linear brand gains legitimacy in its environ-
mental efforts, and the resale-business gains legitimacy from its products being offered in 
an established brand’s stores.

Work Environment and Changing Norms: Social Challenges and Mitigating 
Resources

Not many respondents paid specific attention to how they can scale the social impact of 
their resale business, or even what that would be. Some of the interviewed companies men-
tioned social aspects as important for their goals and processes when expanding, but did 
not visualise this to be a part of their organisation’s impact. Hubbard [24] came to a simi-
lar conclusion when researching organisational performance and wrote that “many firms 
struggle to articulate their social impacts and responsibilities” (p. 185).

Since the circular economy, in general, has an unclear relationship towards the social 
dimension of sustainable development [30], this was somewhat expected. When CBMs are 
discussed, it is often from a resource-saving perspective even though social aspects such as 
job creation, job security [14], and impact on the culture and habits of affected communi-
ties [36] sometimes are mentioned. The challenges related to scaling social impact that 
was brought up were discussed in relation to other issues such as high workload, lack of 
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efficiency, and lack of knowledge (see Fig. 3 for an overview of identified challenges and 
related resources).

Providing a Good Working Environment

The first theme related to social scalability challenges is finding and maintaining the right 
people that not only provide experience to the firm but also could thrive and grow in that 
environment. Being able to offer employment with good work conditions, such as full-
time, was discussed in relation to the high and uneven workload that could be hard for 
some to handle. Furthermore, employees with the potential to grow with the organisation 
are described as a motivation for growing the organisation and developing new processes, 
which shows some of the social aspects included in the CBM concept. Being able to pro-
vide interesting work that also develops the individuals is a reason for growing the business 
as well as a consequence of it. One company noticed that by adapting their processes to 
their employees, which partly consisted of people doing occupational rehabilitation, their 
operation became more scalable, and they could provide work for more people.

Thus, the main resource that can create a good workplace with opportunities for the 
staff to grow is the staff themselves. Having staff that are interested in resale and want to 
learn and grow with the company seems to be key. One of the second-hand companies says 
that they cannot offer high salaries, but what they can offer is security and the opportunity 
for anyone interested in growing their skills, try new things, and influence the organisa-
tion’s development.

Changing Norms and Habits

Secondly, scaling social impact requires impacting customer communities. A general attitude 
change towards second-hand was noticed by the respondents, but the challenge was described 
in terms of impacting their actual habits and creating deeper engagement. It is not enough 

Fig. 3  Identified challenges and strategic resources from a social perspective
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that many think that it is a good idea to shop second-hand; they also need to put it into action. 
In resale CBMs, end consumers can be seen as a type of business partner. The input for many 
CBMs comes directly from end consumers which makes this a very important partnership.

The brick-and-mortar store was described as a vital resource when it comes to creating a rela-
tionship with the customers and exchanging knowledge. Thus, it is not the store on its own but the 
meeting place it provides that generates engagement. Paired with knowledgeable staff that meet up 
with customers and inform them about the concept, it becomes a place that creates engagement 
and a sense of community. Since many consumers may have preconceptions about the reuse of 
garments, staff can inform them about how it works and effectively educate them about its benefits.

As consumers play a vital role as both supplier and buyer, creating engagement and a sense 
of community around the resale CBMs is important. Having a physical space facilitates that. 
One of the second-hand consignment brands didn’t have a permanent store from the beginning 
but quickly saw how this was necessary. When they did pop-up events and met consumers face-
to-face, it always led to new consignment sellers, which was crucial for also scaling up sales. 
Other respondents also disclose how stores create relationships with the customers and engage 
them in the resale business. From a scalability perspective, this contributes to a more wide-
spread acceptance of resale as well as increasing informational returns from word-of-mouth.

Discussion and Conclusions

When discussing the future of theories of the firm, Alvarez et al. [67] suggest that it is time to 
develop theoretical models that incorporate a wider range of stakeholders. Models that “take 
as a starting point that firms exist to pursue some (explicit) societal good, under the constraint 
of making a profit, instead of the other way around” (p. 712). This paper contributes in that 
direction by addressing the growing importance that scalability of CBMs has through a con-
text-specific study of the fashion retail sector. This is done by identifying the main challenges 
from a TBL perspective and the strategic resources required to mitigate these challenges. A 
key contribution of the research is presenting the scalability challenges connected to differ-
ent dimensions of TBL. While a business model’s scalability often is thought of in economic 
terms (e.g. economy of scale, increasing turnover, and geographical expansion), a CBM has 
additional objectives. Even so, the findings show that economic scalability is the focus when 
entrepreneurs and managers try to grow their resale businesses. The environmental and social 
dimensions, though perceived as important, are surrounded by uncertainty and a lack of 
direction, a probable reason being incommensurability of the TBL value dimensions.

First, when it comes to the economic dimension, challenges to CBM’s scalability concern 
the lack of operational efficiency due to time-consuming processes and the lack of knowledge 
and supporting of-the-shelf solutions. Both relate to developing efficiency in internal and, by 
extension, external, processes. Wanting to increase the efficiency of a business operation is not 
unique for CBMs, but the complexity associated with both buying and marketing products in 
resale-based fashion is. A different way of thinking about efficiency and scale is therefore nec-
essary. One that does not build on economy of scale in the way fast fashion models do but sees 
other ways to organise for scale. Based on this, it can be concluded that resale-based CBMs in 
the fashion industry can organise for scale by utilising resources that simplify processes and 
help develop new logics and structures that support the unique product range on offer.

Secondly, as earlier research has shown, the concept of CBM lacks a commonly accepted 
definition [14, 31, 34], and this underpins one of the challenges for CBM scalability in the 
fashion sector. In an industrial-specific context, where the scope of CBMs varies and is 



Circular Economy and Sustainability 

1 3

subjective in interpretation [34], it becomes difficult to compare. The respondents express 
that not knowing what activities to include in their CBM or how to measure its impact and 
performance is problematic, especially when it comes to the environmental perspective. The 
two main challenges that were found for the environmental dimension are a lack of means of 
measuring environmental value and competing in a linear economy. This indicates that with-
out a clear definition, tools, and relevant performance metrics, it becomes difficult to form 
strategies but also convince stakeholders of the benefits of the CBM. At the current phase in 
the transition to a circular economy, while definitions and metrics are still being developed, 
it is therefore important to have managers that believe in the concept and dare to act even in 
uncertainty. Successful strategies to scale positive environmental impact do not only build on 
numbers and known facts, but are also guided by belief, conviction, and principles.

Finally, in line with other CBM research [28, 35], this study also found the social dimen-
sion to be less developed. Working environment, and engaging customers to be involved in 
resale, was however considered as both important and challenging. Resale of fashion prod-
ucts has grown in recent years but is still considered niche. Changing consumption habits and 
norms will therefore be decisive for these CBMs to become mainstream. Resale-based CBMs 
in the fashion industry have the potential to positively influence social communities, staff as 
well as consumers, if these CBMs can incorporate the social value dimension as part of the 
growth strategies. This includes articulating what social values the CBMs aim to create and 
scale and how it can be used to spread acceptance and engagement for the resale concept.

In terms of practical implications, our study can be insightful for practitioners who could make 
use of these findings for reflecting on the scalability potential of their CBMs from the perspec-
tive of all TBL sustainability dimensions. The findings can also help managers understand what 
resources to make use of or develop, to achieve their specific scalability strategies and goals.

Limitations and Future Research

The study is exploratory and builds on interview data; as such, it suffers from some limitations. 
However, these limitations constitute a promising starting point for future research. First, the paper 
findings are based on descriptions of what managers themselves account as having been challeng-
ing or of strategic importance. Because of this, the findings represent a comprehensive overview 
of challenges as well as insights into mitigating resources. It is not, however, an exhaustive list of 
all challenges that resale-based fashion CBMs can experience when scaling. There may be vari-
ations depending on things like business model design, experiences, or available resources. How 
these things affect the challenges of individual CBMs were not part of the scope of this research. 
An in-depth case study of scaled-up CBMs or a quantitative survey could perhaps reveal more of 
the connection between specific scalability strategies, business model design choices, and the cor-
responding strategic resources. Another line of inquiry is to investigate how scalability strategies 
change over time and become more routinized in the CBM, on a strategic or operational level.

Secondly, although resale-based fashion CBMs are an interesting context and relevant 
for how one of the world’s most polluting industries could become more sustainable, future 
research may test whether the present findings are also applicable to other niche CBMs prac-
tised within the fashion retail sector, such as repair, rental, or subscription. Future research 
could also more deeply focus on the role that strategic resources play in CBM scalability and 
how such resources are developed longitudinally over time. The relevance of the identified 
scalability challenges and strategic resources could also be tested in context to other retail 
sectors in the form of a multi-sector comparison.
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