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ABSTRACT

Thrift reselling refers to when individuals purchase large quantities of clothing from thrift shops to resell at a higher
price in order to make profit. As this new form of making income becomes more popular, so does a concern about
how thrift reselling may affect low-income communities who rely on local thrift stores for clothing. This study pro-
poses to find a correlation between low-income communities and thrift resellers and seeks to find how and if thrift
resellers may negatively affect the accessibility of clothing for low-income individuals. By distributing a survey across
Los Angeles County residents who qualify as low income, this study concludes that thrift resellers affect low-income
communities negatively due to their overconsumption of clothing at thrift shops, leading to not enough clothing left
over for low-income individuals. The implications of this study serve to provide research on how to improve the lives
of those residing in low-income communities.

Introduction

As of 2019, the United States is home to a population of 328.2 million people, a size large enough to stand up against
entire continents. With this comes a high percentage of poverty; the US Census reports 4 million people lived in
poverty during 2019. Those living in poverty struggle to obtain necessities and often resort to thrift stores for afford-
able clothing. However, the rise of thrift resell culture threatens access to this option potentially also crossing the line
for what is deemed ethical for a business.

Reselling

A resell business is one in which you buy items and sell them to make a profit. In this study, I will be referring to thrift
reselling, a practice where sellers buy large amounts of inventory from low-cost, affordable thrift shops and resell
them on websites or apps such as Depop or ThreadUP at a marked-up price. For example, a seller can buy a pair of
jeans from Goodwill at $5.99 and resell them for $65, making a profit of around $59.

Thrift reselling has become increasingly popular over the last few years, with people (particularly those who
are part of Generation Z) becoming more and more open to buying clothing from resell apps or websites. According
to ThreadUP, a major thrift resell website, 40% of those under the age of 24 have bought second hand in 2019 as
compared to just 3 years prior in 2016 with an almost 20% increase. From the period of 2017 to 2019, the top ten
clothing and fashion apps have begun to include resell apps, with Depop and ThredUP (two popular thrift resale apps)
just entering the top ten list for the first time in 2019 (Briskman, 2019).
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Thrifting as a Trend

Over the past few years, and especially over the pandemic, there has been a rise in the social media platform TikTok.
Due to the popularity of this app, fashion trends have been coming and going at an alarming rate, with major fast
fashion brands being unable to keep up. Influencers on the app state that they are over fast fashion, or low-cost designs
that are quickly transferred from the catwalk to clothing stores, choosing instead to shop at thrift stores due to the
abundance of unique, trendy pieces that cannot be found anywhere else. Influencers boast about purchasing large
cartfuls of clothing to sell on resell sites, with videos gaining hundreds of thousands to millions of views. This sort of
lifestyle is promoted to young viewers, who then in turn, seek to over consume thrift store clothing as well.

This trend is clear on multiple platforms, including Instagram, where the resell app Depop boasts 706,000
followers and influencers whose content focuses primarily around thrift reselling, including those such as Ruby Lyn
(314k followers) and ThreadsObsessed (43.4k followers). Both influencers actively promote thrifting by filming
“thrift with me” or “thrift haul” clips in which they encourage shoppers to consider thrift shops for trendy clothing.

Ethics

While selling thrifted clothing on apps such as Depop can serve as a source of income for many people, the resell
business as it is now has become oversaturated, with quality pieces at thrift stores getting bought quickly and in bulk
to resell for higher prices (Rex, 2020). The founder of The Ethical Fashion Roundup newsletter, Ruth MacGlip, even
states that “Any ‘90s and ‘00s labels get snapped up quickly and the quality overall has definitely been slipping while
prices have been driven up, meaning people who shop there due to necessity, or for a more sustainable alternative to
the high street, are priced out by savvy resellers.”

While these thoughts are shared by a large number of people, it is important to conduct research on the
specific effects of resellers on low-income communities and determine which effects are most detrimental to those
who are low-income individuals.

Literature Review

It is important to look at existing research conducted in order to understand why this study analyzes the correlation
between reselling and low-income communities. This section delves into related experiments that have been conducted
on a similar topic. While there are currently few studies done on the impact of reselling itself on low-income commu-
nities, some studies conducted suggest that more affluent people are beginning to shop at thrift stores typically fre-
quented by lower income individuals, changing the overall thrift experience to “fit the demands of an affluent younger
class” (Ronobir, 2020). This study by Ronobir suggests that the effects of more affluent middle to high class individ-
uals thrifting can change thrift stores in neighborhoods with low-income residents into a more expensive practice.
Ronobir’s research focuses primarily on affluent individuals thrifting for personal use, but is limited as he only briefly
mentions resellers, who purchase much more inventory than an average person. Instead, he focuses on the concept of
thrifting becoming a staple part of affluent peoples’ lives due to trends and reasons other than necessity.

While there are few studies on how affluent individuals or resellers interact with and change thrift stores,
research pertaining to the relationship with thrift stores for those in low-income communities does exist. Many studies,
like “The socioeconomic causes and effects of the gentrified thrifting experience”, have touched on the subject and
all arrived at the same conclusion, that low-income individuals rely immensely on thrift stores for accessible clothing.
A study conducted on family participation patterns in local thrift economies during periods of economic stress explic-
itly states that “we have a lower class that sees that [thrift stores] as one of the last few places where they can afford
to buy the goods that they need to maintain their standard of living” (James et al., 2010). Studies conducted by other
researchers have also shown that while many people who shop at thrift stores are doing so for economic reasons,
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recently, there has been an increase in shoppers who are fashion conscious and are looking for “unique pieces” rather
than price point (Zaman, 2020). Other research by Montgomery and Mitchell comes to a similar conclusion, stating
that the majority of thrift shoppers are looking for affordable clothing or unusual/unique clothing pieces, but also
adding that young people were more likely to be thrift store buyers while older people were more likely to be donors
(Montgomery & Mitchell, 2010). This finding is something that may directly relate to my research on the accessibility
of clothing in thrift stores to low-income individuals.

However, while many studies assert the necessity of thrift stores for low-income households to access cloth-
ing, and some specifically address how middle- or upper-class individuals are negatively impacting lower income
communities, there is a lack of research done on the impact of resellers, which have grown immensely in recent years.
According to ThreadUP’s yearly report, the number of people buying and selling thrifted clothing has been steadily
increasing year by year. Limitations of past studies have left a gap in our knowledge about specific groups of affluent
people, namely resellers, who are only mentioned rather than investigated. This study will make an attempt to bridge
this gap by asking: How does online thrift reselling affect the accessibility of clothing in low-income communities in
Los Angeles County?

My research will be a new addition to the field that addresses how thrift resellers who buy specifically from
stores located in low-income communities affect the accessibility of clothing for low-income individuals. This ethno-
graphic study will be limited to the Los Angeles area and will consist of both qualitative and quantitative data collected
through a two-part survey. This survey is designed to collect the opinions of low-income individuals located in the
target area (Los Angeles County). To protect user anonymity, no names of any participants will be mentioned.

This study will contribute greatly to research done for low-income communities as it will hopefully help
identify an issue that affects the living conditions of lower income communities. With this knowledge, it can be pos-
sible to identify specific factors that affect how low-income individuals access clothing; this will be extremely im-
portant in causing social change, as it will inform society of the negative impacts that may be left behind on low-
income communities by more affluent people who may be unaware. On a smaller scale, this would allow for change
in the structure of thrift stores in what they may promote in the future, including but not limited to more donations, an
item limit, or less focus on thrift store boutiques such as Goodwill boutiques (which consist of higher end designer
labels for a higher price). The results of this study can contribute to the improvement of living conditions of low-
income individuals, specifically in the accessibility of necessities such as clothing.

Hypothesis

Iinitially hypothesized that low-income communities would be affected negatively by the abundance of thrift resellers
due to increased thrift store prices and decreased stock in stores (making it harder to find needed clothing). This
hypothesis was developed based off of studies conducted analyzing how low-income individuals obtain clothing as
well as their reasons for shopping at thrift stores. These studies, like those by Spencer James and Ronobir, show that
low-income individuals were more likely than any other group to shop for clothing at thrift stores. One study in par-
ticular by James focuses on thrifting patterns of people of different income groups which was used to compare the
habits of low-income families to middle income families. A survey was conducted to see which items were most
shopped for at thrift stores and the mean from a category of 1-5 (5, meaning the most likely) was taken. In the results
shown, low-income families were more likely to purchase most items from thrift stores, but especially clothing, with
a mean 1.51 higher than the mean for those in middle income families, at 3.90/5 as compared to 2.39/5 (James et al.,
2010).
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Methods

To test the hypothesis, both quantitative and qualitative data were collected via survey method. The survey consisted
of 16 questions divided into two sections, the first being a replication of Mitchell and Montgomery’s research from
their papers titled “Examining the Demographic Profiles of Thrift Store Donors and Thrift Store Shoppers" and “An
Examination of Thrift Store Shoppers,” while the second branched off of existing research and sought to ask new
questions relating to the correlation between thrift shopping as a low-income individual and reselling.

Participants

Subjects in this study were low-income individuals residing in Los Angeles County. Low-income is defined by the
California Department of Housing and Community Development as below 80% of a county’s median family income
(calculated according to household size). This survey was distributed through forms filled out by participants on the
Internet.

Participants had to indicate informed consent before receiving the survey and participating in the study. Any
personal data including email addresses and first names was immediately destroyed after completion of the study. All
participants volunteered to participate and were not offered any incentives. They were also able to drop out of the
study at any time or skip questions they did not wish to answer.

Twenty low-income individuals located in various parts of Los Angeles County participated in this study.
The survey consent form was posted on 2 different Facebook groups, 3 different Reddit forums, as well as on the
social media app TikTok; the sample produced consisted primarily of students qualifying for free or reduced lunch in
Los Angeles County.

Part 1

The first section of the survey replicated Montgomery and Mitchell’s research (see Literature Review). Participants
were asked to answer multiple choice questions asking about their reasons for thrift shopping to a range of questions
like “How often do you go thrift shopping?” and “How likely are you to shop for clothing items?”

The multiple-choice questions featured a range of answers for each question type. For example, when report-
ing main reasons for thrift shopping, answers consisted of “Value Seeker: I saved money,” “Special Purpose: I needed
a unique item for a themed event,” “Eccentric: I looked for unusual items. Such stores have them,” “Pragmatic: I
found a used product fit my needs,” Collector: I looked for unique items for my collections,” and “Supporter: I be-
lieved in their cause. I found things to show my support.” Other questions had participants rate how much a statement
represented their views on thrifting, on a scale that ranged from “Very Unlikely” to “Very Likely.” The purpose of
this survey was to reinforce the conclusion of similar studies done before which stated the importance of thrift shop-
ping for low-income households to find clothing essentials.

Part 2

The second section of the survey sought to gather information about individuals’ thrifting habits and opinions on
resellers. This section sought to find a correlation between the two (resellers and low-income individuals). Participants
were asked to answer both multiple choice and fill in the blank questions, such as: “Is most of your clothing
secondhand or new?” and “Have you purchased from reselling apps/websites such as Depop, ThreadUP, or eBay
recently? If yes, please state your last item purchased and the price it was purchased for (ex: Levi's jeans for $50).”

ISSN: 2167-1907 www.JSR.org 4



HIGH SCHOOL EDITION Volume 10 Issue 2 (2021)

@ Journal of Student Rescarch AP Research August

Most multiple-choice questions were formatted in a yes/no/unsure format so that participants do not feel
inclined to answer yes or no if they are unconfident with their answer. Others let participants choose multiple answers;
for example, participants could choose more than one choice from a list when asked “What types of clothing are you
looking for when thrifting?”

Findings

The results of this study will be divided into three parts, each representing a corresponding part of the survey. The
first part represents research replicated from Montgomery and Mitchell, and the second represents original research.
The survey results are converted into percentages out of 100%. Lastly, a third part is dedicated to survey results
required for an understanding of the research done to answer the overall question: How does online thrift reselling
affect the accessibility of clothing in low-income communities in Los Angeles County?

Part 1

Replicating Montgomery and Mitchell’s study, I was correct in assuming that the main reason for the participants to
thrift was to save money. The results to these questions appear in Table A. Using Montgomery and Mitchell’s terms,
“Value Seeking” (or to save money) was the most chosen reason with 85% of people doing so followed by “Pragmatic”
(which Montgomery and Mitchell define as a “used product fitting one’s needs”). 55% of respondents chose “Prag-
matic,” of which all had also chosen “Value Seeking” as another reason. Then came purposes such as wanting unique
or unusual items or wanting to support the thrift shop’s cause. Lastly, very few people looked for collectors items and
one person stated that they do not shop at thrift stores. The percentages of people who chose reasons such as wanting
unique items/collectors’ items/to support the store’s cause were all less than 40%.

As for thrifting schedules, most people (70%) stayed within the range of thrifting anywhere from once a
month to 2-3 times per year with another 30% rarely or never thrifting. No groups thrifted weekly.

Lastly, 65% of participants answered from a scale of 1 to 5, 1 being rarely/never and 5 being very likely that
they were very likely to shop for clothing at thrift stores. Refer to Table B for this information. It should also be noted
that when asked about their likelihood of shopping for other items in categories of “trinkets/antiques” or “houseware
items/electronics/books,” participants answered with the majority (55%) choosing “rarely/never” for the former. For
the latter, opinions were divided and participants chose anywhere from 1-5 evenly, meaning that it varied from person
to person. When the mean was calculated from a 1-5 scale (5 meaning very likely/often, 1 meaning rarely/never),
trinkets/antiques had a mean of 1.95, and houseware items/electronics/books had a mean of 2.90, while clothing had
a mean of 4.05/5, which was much higher than either of the others. Because of this, it is shown that clothing appears
to be the most important thing looked for by low-income individuals.

Table A: Reasons for Past Purchases

Reason for Purchase Frequency of Reporting by Respondents
Value Seeker: “I saved money” 17 (85%)
Special Purpose: “I needed a unique item 7 (35%)

for a themed event”

Eccentric: “I looked for unusual items. Such stores 7 (35%)
have them”
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Pragmatic: “I found a used product fit my needs” 11 (55%)
Collector: “I looked for unique items for my collections” 3 (15%)
Supporter: “I believed in their cause. I found things to 7 (35%)

show my support”

Other/Does Not Apply 1 (5%)

Table B: Frequently Purchased Items

Item Category Frequency of Purchase (Calcu-
lated mean from 1-5 scale, from
unlikely to very likely)

Trinkets/Antiques: 1.95

Clothing Items: 4.05

Houseware Items/electron- | 2.90
ics/books:

Part 2

This part of the survey asked about personal thrifting habits to get an idea of how prevalent thrifting is in low-income
individuals’ lives as well as whether or not the thrifting experience has changed or made finding clothing easier or
harder over the last few years. Refer to Table C, D, and E for the results.t. When asked about the makeup of their
wardrobes, 50% of participants stated that their wardrobe consisted of about 50% new and 50% secondhand/thrifted
clothing. Another 15% said their wardrobe was of entirely thrifted clothing and the rest stated that they only purchased
new clothing.

When asked about whether or not participants have noticed a change in thrift store pricing, 47.4% of the
participants stated that they have noticed a change in thrift store pricing over the last 5 years, but still believe it to be
affordable. 36.8% state that they have not noticed a change in thrift store pricing and find it affordable as it is while
only 15% believe thrift store pricing to have changed in the last 5 years to become unaffordable. Overall, it seems that
thrift store pricing does not have a large impact on low-income individuals.

60% of respondents noticed resellers at the thrift store while the remaining 40% were unsure whether or not
they had seen any. 47.4% of the respondents also stated that they have had a hard time finding clothing they need or
desire at the thrift stores recently, which may have to do with the amount of resellers shopping at thrift shops. Overall,
35% of respondents noticed resellers and found it hard to find clothing essentials, while 15% of total respondents
noticed resellers and did not find it hard to find clothing essentials. 0% of respondents either did not notice resellers
and found it hard to find clothing essentials or did not notice resellers and did not find it hard to find clothing essentials.
Lastly, out of the participants remaining, 10% were unsure of whether or not there were resellers but found it hard to
find clothing essentials while 15% were unsure of whether or not there were resellers but did not find it hard to find
clothing essentials. Lastly, when asked if they have ever purchased from a resale website or app, 84% of participants
answered that they have not; one participant explicitly stated that resale websites/apps were “too expensive.”
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Clothing Category:

Percentage of Participants

Mostly/Entirely New: 7 (35%)
Mostly/Entirely Secondhand: 3 (15%)
Around Half Secondhand, Half New: 10 (50%)

Table D: Thrift Store Pricing

Observation and Effect: Percentage of Participants
Thrift Store Pricing has Changed/is still affordable 9 (47.4%)

Thrift Store Pricing has Changed/is not affordable 3 (15.8%)

Thrift Store Pricing has Not Changed/is still affordable 7 (36.8%)

Thrift Store Pricing has Not Changed/is not affordable 0 (0%)

Table E: Resellers and Clothing Availability

Participant Observation: Percentage of Participants
Noticed resellers and found it hard to find clothing essentials 7 (35%)
Noticed resellers and did not find it hard to find clothing essentials 3 (15%)
Did not notice resellers and found it hard to find clothing essentials 0 (0%)
Did not notice resellers and did not find it hard to find clothing essen- 0 (0%)
tials

Unsure of whether or not there were resellers and found it hard to find

clothing essentials 2 (10%)
Unsure of whether or not there were resellers and did not find it hard 3 (15%)
to find clothing essentials

Not applicable/participant did not answer 5 (25%)
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Related Findings

In order to understand the results above, additional information was collected to gauge how low-income thrift shoppers
compared to resellers. Participants were asked to state how much clothing they purchased per trip to the thrift store,
in order to make a comparison to the amount purchased by resellers, which is often depicted in social media to be by
the cartful. 55% of participants stated that they purchased anywhere from 3-5 items per trip, while the remaining
purchased around 1-2 items per trip. Only one person stated that they purchased 5 or more items per thrift trip.

Similarly to the research replicated in Part 1 of the survey, participants were asked what types of clothing
they usually looked for when thrifting. This question was asked in order to see whether or not they were looking for
trendy pieces such as resellers or if they were looking for necessities and practical wear. 57.9% of participants stated
that they were looking for practical clothing while the rest stated that they looked for unique pieces of clothing. This
information shows that participants were more likely to shop for necessity than for trend.

These questions were asked in order to gain understanding of future solutions and implications of this re-
search. For instance, by asking participants about the amount of clothing they usually purchased at the thrift store, a
solution such as limiting the number of items one could buy at chain thrift stores such as Goodwill or Salvation Army
may prove to be effective in making sure there was sufficient clothing for low-income individuals. It also might justify
resellers’ activity, as it’s possible thrift store shoppers do not care about trends, but do not want to see costs rise
because of trends.

Limitations

This section is separated into 2 categories, one containing limitations that are affected by outside (uncontrollable)
factors, and the second containing restrictions set due to the nature of the research conducted.

Outside Factors

Due to the time constraints set for this study, I had a limited number of months to gather data and distribute the survey.
Due to this, only twenty individuals participated which cannot be used to represent the 10 million people currently
living in Los Angeles County. Secondly, a majority of the participants were students living in Long Beach, which
only covered a small portion of the population in Los Angeles County, meaning that the research may only affect
people living in the Long Beach Area. Because of the small sample size and lack of diversity in participants, this
research may only be applicable to a smaller population of people. However, the Long Beach area is a good indicator
of the larger LA area, as the cost of living is not radically different. According to BestPlaces, with a US average cost
of living counting as an index of “100”, Long Beach scores at 160.4, which is not drastically different from an index
173.3 within Los Angeles city itself. Long Beach also has a population of around 500,000 people, counting as the
second largest city other than Los Angeles City.

Conclusion and Implications

My hypothesis stated that low-income communities would be affected negatively by the abundance of thrift resellers
due to increased thrift store prices and decreased stock in stores. While I was correct in assuming that they would be
affected negatively due to decreased stock, my research results imply there was little to no effect of a negative impact
due to increased pricing, nor did survey participants notice much difference in pricing of thrift store clothing over the
past 5 years. In fact, although 63.2% of respondents saw an increase in thrift store pricing, only 15.8% stated that this
change in pricing affected them negatively and made thrift store clothing unaffordable.
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Therefore, it can be concluded that while resellers may be both causing a rise in thrift store prices and over-
purchasing thrift store clothing, low income groups find a problem mainly with the lack of needed or desired clothing
from the selection left over at stores after they’ve been picked over by resellers. This is an issue that has been found
by my research but must be further addressed by future researchers. My research has further implications for the future
of low-income communities. While it is clear that low-income communities do rely on thrift shops to purchase neces-
sities (especially clothing), future researchers should be encouraged to conduct more thorough research in Los Angeles
County on the effects of the buyer to donor ratio at thrift stores on these communities as the results of this research
have shown that thrift stores do not have enough clothing to sustain both low-income households and resellers.

Some suggestions made by this research would be for chain thrift shops such as Goodwill or Salvation Army
to focus their advertisements and overall attention on encouraging the donation of used clothing and such to thrift
shops as there appears to be more clothing consumed than donated, as shown by a large number of participants stating
that they had a hard time finding clothing at their local thrift stores. Since most respondents stated that they only
purchased around 3-5 items of clothing per trip to the thrift store, further research may also address the effects of
resellers by implementing a limit on items bought at thrift stores, particularly in clothing. Lastly, in the future, research
may also expand through the rest of the United States rather than just Los Angeles County.
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