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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper investigates and conceptualises the valuation work that Received 6 March 2024
consumers perform in circular economies. Drawing on valuation studies, Accepted 17 June 2026

we bring analytical attention to the processes by which value is
constituted, negotiated, and operationalised in circular acquisition, use, Gi .

c q o o o 9 q q ircular consumption;
and disposal practices. Our findings indicate that engaging in circular valuation work; clothes;
consumption necessitates the cultivation of specific modes of valuing sustainability
that challenge prevailing consumer culture and market structures. This
involves shifting between different registers of valuing, developing
relevant competences, and securing — or being granted - access to
essential valuation devices. Such work is demanding, and valuation
difficulties frequently arise, at times rendering the enactment of circular
consumption challenging or unfeasible. The paper concludes by
discussing the implications of these findings for research on circular
consumption and for valuation studies more broadly.

KEYWORDS

1. Introduction

The circular economy (CE) has gained significant attention from policymakers, businesses, and
researchers (Kirchherr, Reike, and Hekkert 2017). Framed as a sustainable alternative to the prevail-
ing take-make-dispose linear model, the CE seeks to replace linear flows with circular ones (Mylan,
Holmes, and Paddock 2016). Its core aim is to keep products and materials circulating for as long as
possible, thereby minimising environmental impacts from production, distribution, and consump-
tion while reducing waste. Building on longstanding - though sometimes forgotten - traditions of
reuse and recycling and driven by future-oriented visions (Casson and Welch 2021), the CE pro-
motes reducing, reusing, and recycling to narrow, slow, and close resource loops (Bocken et al.
2016). Central to this approach is preserving the value of materials and products (Merli, Preziosi,
and Acampora 2018).

Admittedly, the enactment of a circular economy is a complex accomplishment involving mul-
tiple actors. It is nevertheless clear that much of the work involved in extending product lifetimes
and making possible various cycles of use and recycling is assigned to consumers (Hobson 2016;
Mylan, Holmes, and Paddock 2016). To maintain product and material value, consumers must
reuse, repair, and recycle. They are tasked with countering the ongoing devaluation of goods caused
by wear and tear, fashion cycles, or shifts in household practices. Their role, therefore, expands from
end users to key actors who keep resources moving (Haase, Mugge, and Mosgaard 2024). This raises
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a key question: how do consumers manage to maintain — or even enhance - the value of products
and materials?

While scholars broadly agree that maintaining value is central to the circular economy (e.g.
Bocken et al. 2016; Merli, Preziosi, and Acampora 2018), the consumer work involved in this pro-
cess has received limited attention (e.g. Haase, Mugge, and Mosgaard 2024; Hobson et al. 2021).
Few studies explore how consumers actively maintain value when engaging in circular consump-
tion. Most research instead relies on psychologically oriented consumer-behaviour studies, often
using surveys (Merli, Preziosi, and Acampora 2018) to examine attitudes toward CE solutions
(Kim, Woo, and Ramkumar 2021; Vehmas et al. 2018), motivations for circular engagement
(Machado et al. 2019), or the influence of moral traits (Chung-Wha, Park, and Ha-Brookshire
2020). Although useful, these studies focus on individuals’ attitudes and values, overlooking the
social, cultural, and material complexity of circular consumption (Hobson 2016; Mylan, Holmes,
and Paddock 2016). They also rarely examine the practical work required to retain or restore pro-
duct value.

In contrast, sociological consumption research into circular consumption has been much more
concerned with the consumption work involved in enabling circularity. These studies have started
to explore how circular consumption is performed as part of households’” everyday life (Greene,
Hobson, and Jaeger-Erben 2024; Lehtokunnas, Mattila, and Narvanen 2022; Wethal and Hoft
2024), demonstrating that transitioning to circular consumption involves more than getting consu-
mers to “accept” CE solutions or finding consumers with the appropriate values. Consumers, this
research argues, must actively appropriate new CE solutions, incorporate them into meaningful
everyday practices, and make them part of the households’ complex socio-technical settings and
temporalities (e.g. Sutcliffe 2022). This requires considerable consumption work (Wheeler and
Glucksmann 2014), i.e. the work performed by consumers to make possible the purchase, use,
and disposal of goods. This consumption work, in turn, requires new types of competence, access
to materials and infrastructures, time, financial resources, and the development of specific disposi-
tions (Myriam Aberg and Greene 2025; Sutcliffe 2022; Télg and Fuentes 2025).

In this paper, we want to add to the emerging sociologically oriented circular consumption
research by exploring head-on the valuation work performed by consumers as part of their enact-
ment of circular consumption. We contend that valuation is a central form of consumption work
underlying and enabling the circular acquisition, use, and disposal of products. While there are
studies that examine how discarded products can be turned into valuable resources or the value
that consumers derive from circular products and practices (Pera and Ferrulli 2024; Tiire 2014),
the process of valuation itself - how value is produced, maintained, or lost - is seldom explicitly
theorised or empirically explored.

Against this background, we aim to explore and conceptualise the valuation work performed by
consumers to keep products in circulation. That is, we are interested in the work consumers per-
form to counter processes of devaluation and keep materials and products valuable for longer
periods. We argue that to understand how and under what conditions circular consumption can
be made possible, one must also comprehend how the materials and products to be circulated
gain or lose value (see also, Fuentes and Hedegérd 2025; Hobson 2016). This, in turn, requires
that we consider how valuations are integrated in and shape circular practices of acquisition, use
and disposal. Guiding our study are two research questions: (1) how do consumers, as part of
their circular practices of acquisition, use and disposal, evaluate and valorise products? (2) how
do these valuations enable, shape, and/or prevent the performance of circular consumption?

Theoretically, we draw on the sociology of valuation (Muniesa 2012) to analyse the valuation
work involved in circular practices. Valuation refers to the social and material processes through
which values are assessed, negotiated, contested, established, and maintained (Doganova et al.
2014) - that is, the practices involved in evaluating and (de)valorising objects (Vatin 2013).

Empirically, we examine circular clothing consumption through an ethnographic field trial
involving 24 Swedish households interested in circular consumption, who tested an additional



CONSUMPTION MARKETS & CULTURE . 3

platform for clothing rental, resale, and repair for three to six months. The material consists of eth-
nographic interviews conducted at the beginning and end of the trial and self-monitoring data,
including reports on platform use. To analyse how consumers perform valuations, we include all
clothing-related circular practices in the households, regardless of their direct connection to the
trial. Although the full dataset informs the analysis, we primarily draw on the initial interviews,
which explored how households acquired, used, and disposed of clothing through circular
means, as well as the challenges they faced.

The next two sections outline our valuation approach and provide an account of the ethno-
graphic field trial. We then present the circular clothing practices identified in the households
and analyse their underlying valuation processes. We conclude by discussing the theoretical and
practical implications of our findings.

2. Outlining a valuation approach to circular consumption

This paper draws on valuation studies to develop a framework for analysing the valuation work that
consumers perform to keep goods in circulation. Below, we introduce the field of valuation studies,
present central concepts of this field, and discuss how these concepts can be used to understand the
valuation work involved in circular consumption.

2.1. Valuation studies and consumption

Valuation studies is an interdisciplinary field spanning economic sociology, science and technology
studies, anthropology, history, and organisation and management studies (Kjellberg et al. 2013).
What unites this field is an interest in how value is performed through activities and practices.
Research has examined valuation in relation to brands (Moor and Lury 2011), second-hand
goods (Greeson 2020), waste prevention (Lehtokunnas and Pyyhtinen 2022), local food markets
(Heuts and Mol 2013), art (Hutter 2021), and, importantly, the circular economy (Ariztia and Ara-
neda 2022). This empirically diverse body of work is unified by the central premise that value is
neither inherent, fixed, nor singular. Rather, it emerges through practical processes whose outcomes
are uncertain and often heterogeneous.

While valuation has long been discussed in relation to market exchange, the concept and con-
nected literature are broader than that (Helgesson and Muniesa 2013). Valuation can be found in
multiple sites and contexts (Greeson 2020). Almost anything can be subjected to valuations —
schools, day-care centres, dating profiles, music, food, pets and much more - and almost every
practice can contain an element of valuation. Valuation can therefore be used to analyse both pro-
duction practices — such as selecting raw materials, designing or manufacturing products, or pre-
paring food - and consumption practices, including the acquisition, use, and disposal of goods.

Yet, despite this broad applicability, valuation studies has rarely centred consumption as a main
site of valuation. While some research has begun examining consumers’ role in valuation within
production-oriented contexts — such as grocery retail (Lehtokunnas and Pyyhtinen 2022) or charity
retail (Fuentes and Hedegérd 2025) - the role of valuation in practices of acquisition, use, and dis-
posal remains underexplored. Addressing this gap, this paper extends valuation studies to con-
sumption, and specifically circular consumption. In the next section, we identify and adapt core
concepts from valuation studies for this purpose.

2.2, Understanding the valuation of goods in everyday life

Valuation refers to “any social practice where the value or values of something are established,
assessed, negotiated, provoked, maintained, constructed and/or contested” (Doganova et al.
2014, 87). It is enacted through diverse activities, including the production and circulation of
goods (Helgesson and Muniesa 2013).
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Design, production, retailing, and consumption all involve acts of valuation (Fuentes and Hede-
gird 2025). As goods move, they acquire economic and non-economic values through practices.
These values are neither entirely subjective, depending on the interactions of human actors
alone, nor entirely objective, dependent solely on the qualities of things (Muniesa 2012).

It is important to note that valuation involves both evaluation - the classifying of things as valu-
able or not - and valorising — the act of making things valuable (Heuts and Mol 2013; Vatin 2013).
While these two acts are fundamentally different, they are often connected (see also, Heuts and Mol
2013). Thus, a practice - such as shopping for clothing - encompasses both evaluation, the assess-
ment of an item’s value, and valorisation, the act of confirming or realising that value, for example,
through purchase.

Valuation also typically involves multiple registers of valuing. There are multiple ways of per-
forming valuation, and various modes of valuation can and often do co-exist (Helgesson and
Muniesa 2013). Heuts and Mol (2013), for example, draw our attention to the multiple registers
of valuing involved in the valuation of tomatoes. Register refers to a frame of what is good or
not that is applied in the act of valuation. Registers can partly overlap and can also be combined.
For example, Heuts and Mol’s analysis shows that while economic value is important, it is far
from the only register involved in the valuing of tomatoes. Crucial for the valuation of tomatoes
were also quality, history of the tomato, and aesthetics. Thus, a tomato can be considered valuable
because of its aesthetic properties (e.g. redness and size), its history (e.g. cultivated on a certain
farm), and quality (e.g. firmness or taste). Registers of valuing are also commonly combined (e.g.
a tomato’s price may be determined by a combination of its aesthetic qualities, taste, and history)
but can also conflict (e.g. a certain type of traditional tomato cannot grow beyond a certain size).

Research also shows that valuation is performed by multiple actors and devices (Lehtokunnas
and Pyyhtinen 2022). For example, valuations on online retail platforms result from rating systems
- valuation devices that structure reviews - combined with consumers’ experiences, competencies,
and conformity to review conventions. Likewise, in-store valuation depends on consumer compe-
tence and valuation devices such as signs, labels, packaging, smartphones, or shopping carts
(Dubuisson-Quellier 2007). Valuation thus requires both competence and supporting devices
(Fuentes and Hedegérd 2025).

The attribution of value can be both positive and negative. That is, valuation not only involves
the valorising of things but also their devalorisation, as Heinich (2020) points out. Although this is
true of all valuations, it is particularly important for those interested in the performance of circular
economies (Fuentes and Hedegérd 2025). Valuation practices can therefore involve both the evalu-
ation and valorising of a product - for example, through the upcycling of a clothing item - but it can
also involve the evaluation and devalorizing of products - for example, when the repeated use of
clothing eventually leads to its material deterioration. Valuation is consequently not merely
about evaluating the properties of goods but commonly involves the material-semiotic transform-
ation of goods (Fuentes and Hedegard 2025; Greeson 2020). Items subjected to valuation often
change both in material terms - for example, through use, washing, remaking, or repairing -
and semiotically - for example, by going in and out of fashion or by being part of an outfit.

Finally, valuation processes are non-linear and ongoing (Greeson 2020; Lehtokunnas and Pyyh-
tinen 2022). Goods can undergo repeated rounds of valuation, gaining or losing value as they move
between practices (Assima, Herbert, and Robert 2023). A dress may be valued at purchase, deva-
lorised when it goes out of fashion, and later revalorised as a vintage item for renewed use or resale.

2.3. Consumers’ valuation work and the enactment of circularity

Our study focuses on consumption and its associated valuations. Drawing on valuation studies,
valuation is seen as integrated into the practices of everyday consumption. Valuation is not limited
to market settings; all consumption, circular or not, involves evaluation and (de)valorisation. As
goods move from exchange to use and, eventually, disposal, they are continually evaluated and
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(de)valorised. While value (in its different forms) is the outcome of practices of acquisition, use, and
disposal, valuation processes also enable, shape, and obstruct practices.

We use these resources to foreground the valuation work that consumers perform to keep goods
in circulation. Clothes, like other goods, undergo devaluation through fashion changes, wear and
tear, planned obsolescence, and shifting household preferences (Assima, Herbert, and Robert
2023). Our analysis investigates how participants evaluate and valorise clothing to counter these
processes and maintain value - thereby enabling circularity. We also examine the socio-material
resources required for this work. Valuation work includes evaluative and valorising actions as
well as the development of competencies, the mobilisation of valuation devices, and the adjustment
of registers of valuing.

In the analysis that follows, we mobilise these resources to show that performing circular con-
sumption and enacting circularity requires the development of specific modes of valuation. It is
through consumers’ valuation work that goods become reused, repaired, redesigned, and
recirculated.

3. An ethnographic field trial: studying circular clothing consumption

This paper draws on an ethnographic field trial designed to examine everyday clothing practices in
households and the possibilities for their further circularisation. As part of the project, 24' Swedish
households were recruited and asked to use one of three circular clothing consumption platforms
for a period of three to six months: a resale platform (Sellpy), a repair service (Repamera), or a rental
service (Routine). While the broader project aimed to investigate whether and how such platforms
could reconfigure household practices towards more circular modes of consumption, data collec-
tion encompassed all clothing-related practices within the participating households. In this
paper, rather than analysing how platforms reshaped resale, repair, or rental, we examine how
valuation processes underpin various circular clothing practices evident in the material.

Households were recruited through notices on Facebook and LinkedIn and via referrals. To
avoid a sample shaped solely by social-media algorithms, we actively sought variety across plat-
forms and targeted different online groups with varied interests and locations. This produced a
sample diverse in age, household composition, education, and occupation (see Table 1), but with
three shared characteristics. First, participants were already engaged circular consumers who, inde-
pendent of the trial, practised a range of circular clothing activities and expressed interest in testing
rental, repair, and resale platforms. Second, they were predominantly urban, living in large cities -
Stockholm, Gothenburg, Malmé - and mid-sized cities such as Linkoping, Helsingborg, and Lund,
with access to infrastructures supporting circularity, including reuse events, repair shops, and
second-hand stores. Third, in nearly all cases, the key informant - the person who registered
and was interviewed - was a woman. Although we do not explicitly analyse gendered dynamics,
this pattern aligns with arguments that sustainability-related domestic labour is disproportionately
performed by women (Godin and Langlois 2021).

The study consisted of three phases — an initial interview, a monitoring period, and an exit inter-
view — conducted between March 2022 and February 2023. Following ethnographic interviewing
practices (Spradley 1979), the initial interview used open-ended “grand tour” questions inviting
participants to describe their overall clothing consumption, including acquisition, wearing, care,
depreciation, disinvestment, and disposal. Each theme was followed by more specific prompts
about everyday clothing activities, such as: How do you dress for different occasions? Have you
sold garments second-hand? How do you decide what to sell? How do you dispose of different
types of clothing?

Initial interviews were conducted either in participants’ homes or online and lasted 60-120 min.
They included a home tour - on-site or digital - showing clothing storage and washing facilities.

'We initially recruited 33 households but nine did not complete the field trial.
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Table 1. Participant information.

Pseudonym Age interval Gender Occupation Household type
Agata 35-39 Woman Project manager (food and packaging) Couple

Alice 45-49 Woman Graphic designer/former fashion professional Family, two children
Alma 25-29 Woman Sustainability strategist Single

Anette 45-49 Woman Librarian Family, one child
Anita 45-49 Woman Group manager Family, three children
Annika 65-69 Woman Retired Couple

Astrid 25-29 Woman Communication consultant Couple

Camilla 50-54 Woman Student Family, two children
Elina 35-39 Woman Communications officer Family, two children
Emma 30-34 Woman Postdoc researcher in medical sciences Family, two children
Erika 25-29 Woman Material coordinator Couple

Gabriel 30-34 Man International coordinator Single

Ingrid 30-34 Woman Sustainability consultant Couple

Katarina 30-34 Woman Student Single

Lena 40-44 Woman City council member with sustainability focus Family, three children
Linda 30-34 Woman Dentist Couple

Magda 30-34 Woman Product specialist Family, two children
Maria 25-29 Woman Student Couple

Marina 40-44 Woman Social sustainability consultant Family, three children
Natalia 45-49 Woman Project manager, yoga teacher Couple

Nina 25-29 Woman Sustainability consultant Couple

Sandra 30-34 Woman Environmental consultant Single

Stefan 45-49 Man Waste management professional Single, two children
Susanna 35-39 Woman Food technology specialist Couple

Digital interviews offered less observational flexibility and made rapport building slightly more
challenging, but these limitations were minor and did not significantly affect data quality.

Exit interviews focused on participants’ use of and experiences with the platforms, addressing
service attributes, changes in clothing practices, and overall impressions. These interviews, lasting
around 60 min, were conducted primarily online.

Although interviews cannot capture the same level of detail as direct observation, research shows
that participants can describe their practices competently and richly (Hitchings 2012; Martens
2012). Ethnographic interviews are therefore widely used to elicit accounts of action and explore
how participants frame these actions as meaningful (Spradley 1979). The interviews were sup-
plemented with self-reports produced during the field trial, in which participants documented
their use of the platforms through a messaging application or email. Following digital diary
methods (Bartlett and Milligan 2015; Kaufmann and Peil 2020), they regularly recorded platform
use in text and images. To sustain engagement, prompts were sent weekly or biweekly. This com-
bination of digital and in-person interactions enabled us to maintain a presence in households’
everyday lives without losing the rapport and embodied experience central to ethnography.

The material - 48 ethnographic interviews and participants’ self-documentation - was analysed
collectively using NVivo. Guided by our research questions, coding focused on identifying the cir-
cular clothing practices performed, the types of valuation involved, and the actors, devices, compe-
tences, and valuing registers required for these valuations. The iterative coding process aimed to
understand the valuation work consumers perform to keep products in circulation.

4. Valuation work and circular clothing practices

As noted earlier, the households recruited for this project were already, to varying degrees, engaged
in circular clothing practices before and during the field trial. Their focus was on keeping products
and materials in the loop and reducing overall levels of consumption by acquiring, using, and dis-
posing of clothes in circular ways. This entailed resisting the mechanisms that drive the continual
devaluation of clothing: fast-fashion cycles, ads pushing novelty, weak material durability, and the
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stigma attached to circular practices such as outfit repetition, mending, or purchasing second-hand.
We show that engaging in circular practices involved ongoing valuation work, through which par-
ticipants developed alternative ways of attributing value to clothes. This work relied on particular
valuation devices, specific competences, and the use of different registers of valuing.

Below, we outline three clusters of circular practices: clothing acquisition, use, and disposal. Each
cluster is examined in a dedicated section that analyses the practices performed, the valuation work
that enables them, and the valuation problems that emerge when circular consumption is enacted
within a predominantly linear economy. Each section also includes a table specifying the practices
characteristic of that phase and the associated registers of valuing, valuation devices, and compe-
tences mobilised.

4.1. The valuation work enabling circular acquisition

Clothes shopping in particular, and fashion consumption more broadly, were described as environ-
mentally and socially problematic. Informants rejected what they viewed as mechanisms pushing
novelty over longevity and fast over slow consumption. To counter these mechanisms, consumers
engaged in several modes of circular acquisition. They bought second-hand clothing in physical and
online stores; prioritised items designed to last - focusing on durability and a “timeless” style; and
generally restricted their purchases of new garments (see also Fuentes 2014). Additionally, partici-
pants engaged in more alternative forms of circular acquisition aimed at supporting circularity,
including renting clothing, participating in swap events, and, more creatively, making their own
clothes.

These practices were often challenging. Circular acquisition requires consumers to cultivate new
ways of evaluating and (de)valorising clothing. It involves mobilising specific registers of valuing
alongside valuation competences and devices (see Table 2). It also frequently entails negotiations
among multiple actors about what should be valued and how.

A key element of the valuation work enabling circular acquisition was the reconfiguration of reg-
isters of valuing. Prioritising longevity over novelty and favouring slow rather than fast clothing
consumption required participants to adjust how garments were evaluated. In some cases, existing
and new registers could be aligned; in others, participants had to shift entirely to alternative regis-
ters. At times, informants also resisted dominant registers to create space for ones that better sup-
ported circular practices.

Table 2. Valuation work and circular acquisition.

Valuation work: reconfigure registers of valuing to favour longevity over novelty and slow over fast consumption
Circular

acquisition
practices Required registers of valuing Required devices Required competences
Shopping second-  Valuing environmental Store arrangements, staff, Knowledge of style properties of time
hand friendliness, and aligning it digital platforms periods, availability of online and
with fashion traits offline second-hand stores
Shopping for Valuing timelessness and Existing retail infrastructure: ~ Know-how to evaluate material and
longevity durability tags, websites, staff semiotic durability
Restricted Valuing the use of old, Sources of critiques of Critical knowledge of fast-fashion
shopping devalorising the shopping of consumer culture system
new
Renting and Valuing the use, clothing as Different rental services or Knowing how to evaluate the novelty or
borrowing service subscriptions fashionability of rentals
Swapping Valuing the idea of sharing Often local or friend-group Knowing which garments will be
based online groups valuable to others in a social setting/
circle
(Re)Making Valuing the craft Sewing machine, patterns, Knowledge regarding the sewing,
clothes old textiles, makers on planning and (re)designing of clothes

social media
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For example, when shopping for second-hand clothes, consumers in our study often applied a
register that valued both the fashionability and environmental benefits of second-hand garments
(see also Guiot and Roux 2010). Second-hand items were considered valuable based on their sus-
tainability and specific fashion traits, but rarely because of affordability. To perform this register of
valuing, consumers learned to evaluate style properties from different time periods (Schibik, Strut-
ton, and Thompson 2022; Valk 2020) and developed knowledge of available second-hand stores
and platforms (Silva et al. 2021). These stores also acted as valuation devices: physical stores —
with their design and staff - and digital platforms supported the valuation of second-hand garments
and enabled more complex assessments. Astrid, for instance, appreciated Sellpy because its
advanced filtering tools allowed her to refine searches:

I still think they have pretty good filtering tools. So, I used it quite a lot, with different brands that I know I
usually like and that usually have very good quality. And you can also filter by size and colour and everything. I
filtered ... on those brands and my size. Then you immediately get a narrower range [of products]. (Astrid)

The filtering tool on Sellpy functions as a valuation device, letting Astrid narrow her search according
to her criteria for a “good” second-hand garment. It enabled her to find items in good condition, suit-
able brands, and appropriate sizes. With this tool, she could identify, evaluate, and valorise garments
that aligned with both environmental considerations and aesthetic or fashion-related registers.

Shopping for durable products, by contrast, involved shifting registers — valuing clothing with
long lifetimes over novelty and trendiness. This type of valuation relied on retail infrastructures
(tags, websites, staff) and on competences for assessing material and semiotic durability, often
learned through experience or formal training.

For instance, Gabriel, who keeps a small wardrobe, viewed black clothes as more desirable
because repeated wears are less noticeable than with a colourful jumper. The semiotic durability
of his wardrobe was ensured by valuing and acquiring black, timeless, and less distinctive garments:

I feel like it’s not a style I can use for like reuse very often. Because then it’s stored in people’s memory. (...) It
’s like ‘Oh, now Gabriel is having the acne shirt again. Don’t you have any other clothes? The thing is that I
will always use the same clothes anyway. (...) It’s a bit, it"s more colourful. If it were black. I would wear it.
(Gabriel)

In other cases, participants actively resisted devices and registers that hinder circular practices. In
restricted shopping, for example, participants moved away from and devalorised registers such as fash-
ionability. Drawing on critiques of consumer culture, they articulated registers that helped them avoid
trend-driven purchases and disconnect from fast-fashion systems. Lena describes this process:

Maybe it just comes with age, but I really realised that I like a beige shirt, which I would, on one hand, think
would be such a boring item to buy and also to spend a lot of money on, but it’s actually what 'm most com-
fortable in. It fits my life also. It’s very easy to combine. It goes with everything. It’s like the missing piece.
That’s kind of what I realised, even more. I was halfway there, maybe, but all these pattern things ... I love
looking at them and maybe wear them once or twice. But they don’t belong in my closet. (...) I'm now closer
to this so-called capsule wardrobe, if that exists (Lena)

Within capsule wardrobe curation, the beige shirt is not evaluated through dominant fashion logics
that deem it “boring” but is revalued as a functional staple suited for repeated use. Lena’s restricted
shopping prioritises durability, versatility, and compatibility over novelty or trends. Patterned and
fashion-forward garments are devalued, while basic, adaptable items are revalorised as worthy
acquisitions. Across these examples, shifting registers of valuing was essential for performing cir-
cular clothing acquisition. This shift required developing new valuing competences and accessing
appropriate valuation devices.

4.2. The valuation work enabling circular use

In our study, many participants were acutely aware of the importance of reducing the amount of
clothing used and prolonging the lifetime of clothing items. They did so through circular use:
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dressing, wearing, cleaning, maintaining, repairing, and storing garments in circular ways (see
Table 3 for the practices observed in the households). Many informants tried to limit their ward-
robes and “make do” with what they already owned.

This often involved using clothes in versatile ways, repurposing them across different contexts,
and combining existing pieces to create new outfits without increasing the overall number of gar-
ments. Circular clothing consumption also included caring for garments, such as preventing
unnecessary wear — e.g. changing out of work clothes into less delicate “home” clothes. Circular
cleaning practices involved careful washing, drying, and storage to avoid deterioration, as well as
strategies to reduce washing frequency, such as airing garments between wears. Repair was also
common, ranging from simple fixes like buttons and seams to more advanced work, such as repla-
cing zippers or patching jeans. Some participants even remade garments - for example, transform-
ing bridesmaids’ dresses into children’s formal wear. Finally, as discussed below, storing clothes for
future use could, under certain conditions, also be considered a circular practice.

Circular use involved valuation work. Efforts to reduce clothing consumption and extend pro-
duct lifetimes required cultivating specific valuation modes according to new registers and using
various valuation devices, such as care labels, washing machines, wardrobe space, and other house-
hold equipment. Importantly, valuation work for circular use also relied on developing and coor-
dinating competences such as repair know-how and assessing cleanliness (see Table 3 for a
summary).

Table 3. Valuation work and circular use.

Valuation work: developing flexibility in valuing to make do with fewer garments for longer time

Circular use Required registers of
practices valuing Required devices Required competences
Circular dressing Valuing versatility, creative Well-organised closet, Overview of closet, knowing how to put
combinations, flexibility of Social media/slow together outfits, evaluating
garments fashion influencers appropriateness of garments to different
occasions
Cleaning less and with  Valuing care and protection  Facilities to air garments, ~Knowledge that enables questioning
care of items over speed of alternative cleaning cleanliness standards, knowing about
chores tools material deterioration
Maintaining clothes Valuing history and the use  Guides and inspiration Knowing how to decide what is still
(repairing, mending, of garments, well-worn (often on social media) wearable without washing
upcycling) look over newness for maintenance
Storing clothes for Valuing future usefulness Storage facilities, e.g. in ~ Knowing how to evaluate future
future over disposal and between use after usefulness of garments/planning
minimising cleaning

In this valuation work, flexibility was required both in shifting between registers of valuing and
in assessing the suitability of garments for different practices, as well as in performing household
tasks such as cleaning and storage. Rather than following routinised, linear use practices, our infor-
mants displayed flexibility by adopting new valuation registers, recontextualising garment use, and
altering how household chores were carried out.

Using clothes in circular ways involved valuing garments not primarily for their aesthetic
qualities, comfort, or status, but for their versatility. Clothes that matched well with others or
could be used in different social settings were evaluated as particularly desirable. This register
of value - versatility - not only had to be applied but also prioritised over competing registers
for circular use to be possible. Anita describes her process when trying to use what she already
owns:

And maybe find a blouse or a sweater that makes a good combo. And a blouse that also makes this skirt come
into its own. I try to look for such things and to be inspired and see what “would this look good with”, so I can
use what I already have. (Anita)
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Here, Anita explains how she evaluates her closet to ensure use rather than buying new items. Con-
sidering the entire wardrobe becomes a way to activate underused clothing by finding new
combinations.

Flexible valuation work was also central when repurposing clothes within the household. In these
cases, the register of valuing shifted as items were revalorised through different uses. While work
clothes needed to meet a certain standard to fit a professional identity, stay-at-home clothes only
needed to be comfortable. Transforming a “work shirt” into a “home shirt” involved shifting reg-
isters — from professional appearance to comfort — so that an item lacking value in one register
could regain value in another.

Valuations in use practices also involved valorising garments, which was especially visible in
repairing:

Well, above all, I have this skirt that I bought for myself as a 25th birthday present, when I lived in Oland. And
it has become, well, a bit like a work of art. Because it has just as many patches on the inside. It is, originally,
linen. When I started patching it, I tried to patch it mainly with linen patches. But then there is a bit of silk, and
here is something plastic. And I don’t know, a bit of everything. Cotton and a shawl. (Katarina)

The mending of the item using various materials ended up making the clothing item a “bit of an
artwork”. This type of valorising draws on a specific register of valuing in which original items
with a history are valued (Brembeck and Sérum 2017).

Storing clothes in circular ways involved both careful preservation (valorising them) and evalu-
ating their potential future use. Here, valuation was tied to future imaginaries:

Maybe they do not fit right now in size. But I still like them, although they are not really in fashion right now.
But maybe that fashion changes ... /So there are still some garments that I feel “Yes, but I still like this”. And if
it becomes fashionable again, then I will probably want to wear it. Because I, it’s just that right now it’s not,
well, you are influenced [by fashion]. But I still save them. I have some drawers on top of my wardrobe where I
put such garments. And also summer clothes, now that it’s fall, then. (Anita)

Although these clothes were not currently valuable - due to size, season, or fashion - they were
stored with the expectation that their value would return (see also Mellander and McIntyre
2021). While underutilisation is often framed as a sustainability problem, participants described
this form of storage as a sustainability measure, preserving value and preventing future purchases.

Finally, the circular use of clothes also involves evaluating dirtiness differently, shifting from
automatic washing to airing:

So that you can hang them out and air them. ... /because I mean usually clothes are not dirty just because you
have used them. And then put them in the closet again ... /I have started to think in a different way as well.
That from this like “whole and clean and everything should be like” ... To that “aha, it’s possible” ... ./Yes it’s
not the worst thing if there is a stain. (Camilla)

Here, Camilla describes how her valuation mode changed as she became a more circular consumer.
Performing circular consumption required replacing competing, non-circular valuation modes and,
in this case, challenging cleanliness norms (Jack 2017).

In summary, the valuation work enabling circular clothing use is centred on extending garment
lifespans by making do with what consumers already own. This required flexible evaluation and
valorisation, new registers of valuing, and support from various devices and competences. Such
valuations also demanded adjustments to household routines, as cleaning and storage practices
were reconfigured to sustain the revalorisation of garments within circular trajectories.

4.3. The valuation work enabling circular disposal

As a response to the environmental and social problems linked to clothing production and con-
sumption, participants in our study engaged in multiple circular disposal practices. These included
reselling, handing down, swapping, donating, and returning items for potential recycling, all aimed
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at avoiding garment incineration and keeping materials in circulation (see Table 4). Such practices
required valuation work to enable circular disposal and counter what participants described as a
“throwaway society.”

One of the most widespread practices was reselling. Participants used various channels, includ-
ing digital second-hand platforms such as Sellpy and Tradera, Facebook groups, and brick-and-
mortar second-hand stores. They also donated clothing through several routes: sending items to
charity, donating to nearby second-hand shops, or offering them in Facebook groups. Clothes
were handed down to family, friends, and acquaintances (see also Gregson and Beale 2004), with
successful transfers depending on alignment in size and style. Swapping was another common dis-
posal method. Swaps could be informal - organised among friends who met regularly to exchange
clothes — or more formal and institutionalised. For example, Annika and Emma described neigh-
bourhood storage spaces dedicated to clothing swaps, mainly used by families with small children
but also accessible to people in need. Finally, participants also recycled unwanted clothing through
retailers’ take-back systems or, less frequently, through recycling stations.

Disposal practices were highly reflexive and involved thinking through one’s routines, storage
spaces, and anticipated future uses of items (see also Gregson, Metcalfe, and Crewe 2007a; Mellan-
der and McIntyre 2021) in efforts to resist what they perceived as a throwaway culture.” As with
other circular clothing practices, these were demanding and required valuation work supported
by specific competences and devices to ensure clothing could be disposed of in circular ways
(see Table 4 for summary).

Table 4. Valuation work and circular disposal.

Valuation work: balancing multiple beneficiaries and uncertainties to ensure future usefulness of garments and combat the
“throwaway society”

Circular

disposal

practices Required registers of valuing Required devices Required competences
Reselling Valuing the economic return Reselling platforms, social media How to create ads, set prices,

Handing down

Swapping

Donating

Returning for
potential
recycling

Valuing the idea of sharing, family
history, circulation of goods
amongst closer acquaintances

Valuing sharing, communality,
reciprocity and keeping garments
in active use

Valuing helping through garments

Valuing the textile and material,
instead of the garment

groups, garage sales

Personal communication channels,
sending pictures, material labels
and tags of garment

Sharing circles (different levels of
formalisation)

Donation based second-hand stores
or social media groups

Take-back boxes in retailing,
recycling stations, public recycling
boxes

answer questions, organise
shipping

Knowing what is suitable
size and style for closer
others

Knowing what items are
worthy of a swap

Knowing how to decide if an
item is suitable for future
wear

How to evaluate the
recyclability of an item

However, it was also clear that these disposal practices rested on underlying valuation processes

that enabled and shaped the circular disposal of clothes. Disposal was preceded by devaluation, and
consumers needed to evaluate and revalorise garments to enable circularity. Supporting circular
disposal required valuation work that balanced multiple beneficiaries and uncertainties.

We do not seek to engage in debates surrounding the throwaway society thesis — such as whether disposal is inherently reckless
or primarily a consequence of rising mass consumption (e.g., Cooper 2008; Strasser 2000; Gregson, Metcalfe, and Crewe 2007b;
Evans 2012). Rather, the “throwaway society” is treated as an emic category, reflecting how consumers themselves frame and
position their circular practices in opposition to prevailing modes of consumption.
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When deciding how to dispose of devalued items, consumers conducted a new type of evaluation
- acknowledging that although a garment had little or no value to them, it might be valuable to
someone else. This required imagining future use or users and assessing the item’s potential future
usefulness. Several registers of valuing were mobilised, such as aesthetics, brand, durability, and
fashionability. What is distinctive is that the intended beneficiary of value shifts from oneself or
one’s household to more distant “others” (family, friends, or imagined future users). The following
quote illustrates how Natalia, instead of donating clothes to a local second-hand shop as usual,
chose a different path to ensure they would be valued:

I was in a group to help the Ukrainian refugees. And then wrote in a group that I have some stuff and wrote
about my size. And nobody answered, and I was about to give them away to a second hand. And then there
was a girl who wrote to me. And she asked me if I could send them to her. To some address. So, I just sent it as
a package. (Natalia)

Natalia evaluated her garments as useful for someone her size who had fled Ukraine and sought
to locate a specific recipient in the Facebook group. First, however, she needed to find someone who
would appreciate clothes in that size.

Yet not all disposal valuations were “other-oriented.” Many circular disposal practices were tied
to economic valuation and the possibility of personal financial gain:

Then I would probably send it to Sellpy ... ./ now it’s kind of like, it’s nice. And I think it works really well.
Then I think Sellpy would be good. But if there was a garment that I liked that was not so nice then I would
donate it to Myrorna. (Anita)

Here, Anita evaluates both material quality and aesthetic features (the Swedish fin meaning “nice”
in English). She links these evaluations to economic value: clothes with high quality and desirable
aesthetics are more likely to generate profit when resold through Sellpy, while items lacking such
qualities are donated. Several registers — economic value, aesthetics, quality — are combined in
determining how a garment should be disposed of.

All reselling practices required consumers to evaluate clothes using multiple registers to estimate
potential market value for unknown users. These evaluations shaped whether reselling was worth
the effort and which channel to choose:

Yes, they evaluate it and then they send you a price proposal and then you can change it yourself... Go
in and change it if you think it is too little or too much. /—/That makes me think that ... Yes, a large
number of garments that are worth something but not so much, maybe between 100 and 150 bucks,
then it may be worth sending it to Sellpy. If it’s something that’s expensive, it’s better to sell it on
Blocket so that you get something for yourself. And if it is cheaper than 100 SEK, you might as well
give it to Myrorna directly because there is a risk that they [Sellpy] will just send it back or throw it
away anyway. (Marina)

Economic evaluation determined the disposal conduit: midrange items went to Sellpy (low effort),
valuable items to Blocket (higher effort), and low-value items to Myrorna. This also highlights the
role of valuation devices — Sellpy, Blocket, and Myrorna each shaped how clothes were valued.
These channels differed in how much work they required. Sellpy required only sending items in
a bag, after which staff evaluated, priced, photographed, listed, and shipped items. Tradera, in con-
trast, required users to create listings, price items, manage inquiries, and ship goods. The example
also reflects a hierarchy of disposal conduits: typically reselling, handing down, swapping, donating,
recycling, and, lastly, binning. The lower the perceived value, the more likely an item was to be
discarded.

Handing down clothes also required careful valuation. Givers needed to choose items they no
longer valued without implying a devaluation of the receiver. This was easier when the loss of
value stemmed from life changes rather than taste or quality. Baby clothes, for instance, were
less problematic than outdated adult fashion. Handing down prolonged product lifetimes and
helped maintain social relationships. Participants explained that this usually occurred within
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close networks - family friends with younger children, close friends, or within families (e.g. between
siblings or between parent and child).

Swapping involved similar valuation work. Consumers considered what to bring, what was
worth swapping, and whether reciprocity was possible. Unlike donations, swap items represented
the self. In informal swap networks, selecting an appropriate item was crucial. The challenge was
choosing something devalued for oneself yet still valuable to others. Few garments fit this narrow
window, limiting the number of items that could circulate through swaps.

Clothes were also disposed of through textile-collection schemes tied to retailer take-back sys-
tems. These systems acted as valuation devices by determining which clothes (e.g. sportswear or
outdoor items) became valorised as potential recycling material. While these schemes offer multiple
pathways (Corvellec and Stal 2017; Kant Hvass and Pedersen 2019), participants mostly viewed
them simply as recycling options.

In summary, circular disposal practices involve balancing multiple registers of valuing for both
unknown future users and oneself. Because of the various beneficiaries and uncertainties, valuing
clothing for circular conduits - reselling, swapping, donation, or recycling — was complex. These
valuations were supported not only by valuation devices and competences but also by the house-
holds’ social networks.

5. Discussion and conclusions

This paper has sought to advance sociological research on circular consumption by empirically
examining and conceptualising the valuation work involved in the circular acquisition, use, and dis-
posal of clothes. Drawing on an ethnographic study across a wide range of circular clothing prac-
tices, we showed that circular consumption is made possible through valuation work: it is enabled,
shaped, and constrained by how consumers make, sustain, and contest value.

We demonstrated that consumers must develop and maintain circular modes of valuing for cir-
cularity to occur. Circular clothing consumption is not simply a matter of preference or moral com-
mitment but depends on extensive and demanding valuation work. We conceptualised valuation
work as encompassing both the evaluative and valorising actions through which clothing is assessed
and made valuable, and the parallel work of developing competences and accessing valuation
devices needed to perform these actions. Our analysis identified three analytically distinct yet inter-
connected modes of valuation work linked to circular acquisition, use, and disposal.

First, circular acquisition requires consumers to shift, adapt, or recombine registers of valuing in
ways that counter dominant, linear consumption norms. To acquire clothing circularly, consumers
must prioritise qualities such as history, durability, timeless design, and versatility rather than
novelty, low price, or fashionability. This reorientation is difficult because established norms
strongly reproduce linear modes of (over)consumption (Bostrom 2022; Shove 2003). Second-
hand garments must pass multiple, intertwined evaluations — comfort, aesthetics, fashionability,
material quality, and affordability - making circular acquisition cognitively and practically demand-
ing. As a result, circular modes of valuing are fragile, often stigmatised (Silva et al. 2021; Valor,
Ronda, and Abril 2022), and frequently contested. Even when participants challenged dominant
norms, valuation failures and misalignments at times led to temporary or permanent defection
from circular acquisition.

Second, circular use hinges on flexible valuation. Extending garment lifespans requires shifting
between registers of valuing, adapting use practices, and engaging in revalorisation through repair,
maintenance, and storage. Informants developed competences such as assessing versatility or deter-
mining when and how to repair or store garments. However, this flexible valuation work was
difficult to sustain. It required coordination among household members, access to equipment
and services, and the time and effort needed for cleaning, storing, and repairing. These efforts
were frequently undermined by retail environments that normalise cheap, abundant new clothing
and frame circularity as a future aspiration rather than a present practice (Heidenstrem 2025).
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While forgotten items can be revalorised (Assima, Herbert, and Robert 2023), maintaining or
restoring value demands substantial consumer work. The success of circular use, therefore, depends
on consumers’ ability to assemble the competences, devices, and registers of valuing needed within
a largely linear market context.

Third, circular disposal requires consumers to evaluate garments not only in relation to them-
selves but also in relation to spatially and temporally distant, often imagined, others. Garments gain
value when perceived as capable of reducing environmental harm by remaining useful beyond the
current user. Yet valuing garments for future use is speculative and uncertain. Assumptions about
predictable fashion cycles or future lifestyle changes — such as anticipated exercise or weight loss -
are often unreliable. As a result, underutilised clothing accumulates as households struggle to evalu-
ate future use accurately. Consistent with previous research, our findings show that disposal is a
messy and ambivalent process, involving both routinised and reflective forms of detachment
when objects no longer serve their purpose (Cherrier and Tiire 2020; Cherrier and Ture 2025).

In addition, we showed that all three modes of valuation work depend on specific competences
and access to valuation devices. These competences must often be shared among heterogeneous
actors — including household members, store staff, friends, family, and influencers - whose valua-
tions may not align or support circularity. Disagreements over value can disrupt practices such as
swapping, hand-me-downs, or second-hand acquisition. Valuation devices such as digital second-
hand platforms, repair and rental services, social media, and physical second-hand stores play cru-
cial roles in enabling and stabilising circular valuation by structuring evaluation, pricing, and pres-
entation. When such devices are absent, inaccessible, or incompatible with linear retail
infrastructures, circular valuation readily breaks down. Overall, circular clothing practices remain
structurally fragile, as they rely on intensive valuation work performed within systems still organ-
ised around linear consumption.

Our conceptualisation of valuation work in circular consumption complements and extends
both valuation studies and sociological research on circular consumption. It expands the scope
of valuation studies by bringing its analytical lens to everyday consumption. While mundane valua-
tion has been noted (e.g. Hauge 2019; Heuts and Mol 2013), it remains under-researched. Much
existing valuation research has focused on explicit, visible, and exchange-oriented practices. By con-
trast, our analysis shows how valuation unfolds within the messy, interconnected practices of every-
day household consumption, revealing practices that clearly involve valuation but are not primarily
valuation practices. This offers a promising extension of valuation studies into consumption
research.

More specifically, our analysis contributes to understanding the socio-material mechanisms
underpinning circular consumption. While previous sociological research has emphasised the
importance of competences, infrastructures, and time and financial resources (Camacho-Otero,
Pettersen, and Boks 2020; Sutcliffe 2022; Zanette, Pueschel, and Touzani 2022), we show that
these elements facilitate circularity only when organised to support circular modes of valuing.
Reducing new product consumption and closing loops depend on consumers’ ability to enact
and sustain alternative ways of making things valuable.

This analysis adds further complexity to our understanding of circular consumption. Enacting
circularity requires the social, cultural, and material conditions necessary for enabling circular
valuation modes (see also Hobson et al. 2021; Mylan, Holmes, and Paddock 2016; Sutcliffe
2022). Valuation is the outcome of social practices and depends partly on consumers’ competences
and social networks (friends, family, colleagues). The analysis also highlights the importance of con-
sidering material affordances in enabling circular consumption (Babri, Corvellec, and Stal 2022;
Mylan, Holmes, and Paddock 2016). Materialities played roles both in enabling and hindering cir-
cular valuation. Finally, the analysis shows how dominant consumerist lifestyles and retail systems
shape the conditions for circular consumption (Greene, Hobson, and Jaeger-Erben 2024). Circular
consumption requires not only valuing certain products and practices but also devaluing linear
alternatives.



CONSUMPTION MARKETS & CULTURE . 15

These findings carry practical implications. For companies, policymakers, and other proponents
of circularity, efforts to enable circular practices cannot focus solely on information or acceptance
but must engage multiple elements simultaneously. If circular consumption requires cultivating
alternative ways of valuing, then interventions must support the relevant registers, competences,
and valuation devices. Efforts to devalue and dismantle the linear economy - through critique, pol-
icy restrictions, and infrastructural design - are also essential to create space for circular valuation.
As this discussion shows, responsibility for enabling circular consumption cannot rest with individ-
ual consumers. Achieving circularity requires a broader reorganisation of the economy, dependent
on coordinated actions across actors and sustained collective effort. As other studies have shown,
the revaluation of goods depends on coordination across practices and sites (Fuentes and Hedegérd
2025).
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