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Abstract: Enhancing the consumer experience in second-hand shopping is essential to 
support the sustainable reuse of products. Up to 80% of shopping decisions are un-
planned, making store design significantly important. However, knowledge of the de-
sign strategies utilized in second-hand shops is limited. Second-hand shops grapple 
with store design challenges due to their vast array of unique products, resulting in 
high visual complexity and clutter. Current literature links such visual clutter to con-
sumers' feelings of cognitive overload but also shows it connotates creativity. This 
study investigated the design strategies of professional second-hand retailers through 
observations (n = 25) and interviews (n = 10). It identified seven design strategies di-
vided into two: clutter-reducing and clutter-reframing strategies. The research offers 
an overview of strategies for managing visual complexity in second-hand shops and 
discusses harnessing clutter's creative potential. This work enhances our understand-
ing of design's role in sustainable consumption. 

Keywords: Store design; second-hand shopping; circular economy; visual clutter 

1. Introduction 

Up to 80% of shopping decisions are unplanned, making visual merchandising and store de-

sign significantly important (Abrahams, 1997; Ebster & Garaus, 2011). However, knowledge 

of these strategies in second-hand markets needs to be improved. Second-hand markets 

have grown tremendously in the past years (Kim & Woo, 2021) and reached the value of 96 

billion US dollars in 2021 (Smith, 2023). Consumers desire new products (Van Nes, 2010), 

and instead of counteracting this, second-hand markets offer a solution where the products 

are not new to the world but new to the consumer. Hence, second-hand markets hold the 

potential to close and slow down consumption loops, which is essential in the circular econ-

omy (Bakker et al., 2019; MacArthur, 2013) and for counteracting the current throwaway so-

ciety (Cooper, 2005). 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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While literature on store design and visual merchandising strategies primarily concerns first-

cycle products (e.g., Ebster & Garaus, 2011), research has provided several ethnographic de-

scriptions of second-hand contexts (e.g., Appelgren & Bohlin, 2015; Crewe & Gregson, 1998; 

Gregson et al., 2002; Gregson & Crewe, 2003; Herrmann & Soiffer, 1984; Herrmann, 2004). 

Studies of second-hand markets provide multiple insights on, e.g., purchase motivation and 

barriers (Cervellon et al., 2012; Frahm et al., 2023a; Guiot & Roux, 2010; Hur, 2020; Mugge 

et al., 2017; Roux & Guiot, 2008; Steward, 2020), product transformation (Frahm et al., 

2023b; Gregson & Crewe, 2003; Herrmann, 1997; Parsons, 2005), online shopping experi-

ence (Swapana & Padmavathy, 2018), and location of second-hand markets (Crewe & Greg-

son, 1998; Gregson & Crewe, 1994; Gregson et al., 2002; Gregson & Crewe, 2003). 

The typical perception of second-hand shops includes prejudices about dirty products, a foul 

smell, messy store designs (Bardhi, 2003; Bardhi & Arnould, 2005), and disorder (Ross, Bol-

ton & Meloy, 2023). Some studies show this perception is decreasing (Mitchell & Montgom-

ery, 2010), while others indicate consumers still reject second-hand shopping due to the 

shopping experiences even though matters of sustainability are increasingly motivating to 

them (Connell, 2010). Consumers get overwhelmed by the store designs in second-hand 

shops and avoid them due to clutter and a need for strategies to search for specific items 

(Frahm et al., 2023a; Gregson & Crewe, 2003).  

For second-hand retailers, cluttered store environments arise as a consequence of having a 

large number of unique items on display. Since each item is typically sold at a low price with 

limited markup, store owners often resort to having a large volume of items on display to try 

to meet the long-tailed demands of the individual customer. The in-store result is usually a 

high visual variety, and many things are displayed within limited space, with a resulting 

sense of disorder, clutter, and visual complexity to the consumer. Dealing with clutter is thus 

of critical importance to second-hand retailers, and this study aims to investigate the store 

design strategies used in second-hand shops to handle clutter. Hence, to strengthen the 

knowledge of how to support and improve second-hand markets, we seek to answer the re-

search question:  

• What design strategies do professional second-hand retailers use to manage 

clutter in their store displays? 

2. Theoretical background 

First, we present already defined spatialized premises in second-hand shops. This is followed 

by a literature review of two design strategies to handle in-store visual clutter: clutter reduc-

tion vs clutter reframing. Finally, these elements will be synthesized into a theoretical frame-

work for the subsequent analysis.  
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2.1  Second-hand shops 
To establish specific regimes, second-hand retailers attempt to spatialize certain shop prem-

ises (Nixon, 1996). Gregson & Crewe (2003) define four sets of spatialized premises in sec-

ond-hand shops (Gregson & Crewe, 2003):  

Gallery-like shops: In the minimalistic gallery-like spaces, products are presented as master-

pieces to be admired. Window displays are used to draw attention. Light is used to create 

focus on individual products like glassware and ceramics. Art is hanging on the walls. Furni-

ture is arranged to draw attention and takes a 'double role' as both products for sale and dis-

plays. Further, some product categories are provided with information like the designer, 

date, and price, as is known from auction catalogues. These shops look like a mix of galleries 

and private collections.  

Wardrobe-cum-attic: Wardrobe-cum-attic types are crammed full attic-like shops encourag-

ing one to touch the products. This kind of store design allows the customer to explore and 

rummage for great finds as a part of the shopping experience. Even though the products are 

as carefully curated as in the minimalistic gallery-like shops, this store design encourages 

customers to use their knowledge and expertise.  

Prop-box: These are dedicated to a specific style or era (e.g., '70s fashion). Entering one of 

these shops feels like entering another world. The shopping premise is constituted through 

irony. The atmosphere encourages laughter, play, and amusement. Thus, these shops have 

similarities to a prop box or dressing room at a theatre. It celebrates 'trash', kitsch, and out-

rageous products.  

Conventional/standardized: The conventional/standardized types mimic traditional retail. 

Products are organized by product category, colour, and size in a stock display. The shops 

are mapped out to create an accessible overview and standardized to make shopping easier 

for the consumer. The items for sale usually include core essential goods. Here, the premise 

is that second-hand shopping is conducted just as in first-cycle retail. 

Each of these types of specialized second-hand premises attempts to deal with the issue of 

clutter in distinct ways. They apply different design strategies to foster specific visual inter-

pretations of second-hand products.  
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Table 1  Store design strategies in second-hand stores (authors' interpretation (bottom row) of Greg-
son and Crewe, 2003 (top row)). 

Gallery-like Wardrobe-cum-attic Prop-box Standardized/ 

conventional 

Products are seen as 
masterpieces. 

Focus on each prod-
uct. 

See-no-touch atmos-
phere. 

Crammed full of 
products. 

Encouraging treasure 
hunt. 

Consumers must use 
their expertise. 

Dedicated to an 
era/style. 

Fun and ironic. 

Dressing room at-
mosphere. 

Mimicking conven-
tional retail. 

Shops are mapped out 
for an accessible over-
view. 

Products are sorted by 
category, color, or size. 

Products are appreciated for their aesthetic, 
celebration of ‘the authentic’, and attempt to 
recontextualize and revalorize them. 

Attempts to commercialize second-hand prod-
ucts. 

 

While the gallery-like and standardized/conventional types may aim to reduce clutter 

through store design strategies, the wardrobe-cum-attic and prop-box types instead focus 

on reframing cluttered environments into nonetheless relevant consumer shopping experi-

ences. 

2.2 Design strategies for stuffing a thousand items into a tiny space  
As discussed above, second-hand retailers may utilize a mix of store design strategies to han-

dle the visual complexity and clutter in second-hand stores. In the following, we build on the 

design-, creativity-, and psychology literature to identify two distinct and opposing perspec-

tives in handling clutter, respectively: how to reduce and reframe clutter.  

2.3 Design to reduce clutter  
A predominant strategy in design research is the strive towards simplicity. Bauhaus architect 

Mies van der Rohe famously said: “Less is more”; likewise, Kelly Johnson said: “Keep it sim-

ple, stupid” (Rich, 1995). Today, there is a dominant perception that striving for simplicity is 

crucial to achieving a ‘good design’ (Eytam et al., 2017; Karvonen, 2000; Maeda, 2006; 

Mollerup, 2006; Mollerup, 2015; Norman, 2013). While not as extreme, Paul Hekkert (2006) 

argues for reducing complexity and clutter with his MAYA principle (Most Advanced Yet Ac-

ceptable) (Hekkert, 2006). Also, in modern popular culture, we find the desire for simplicity, 

for example, in Netflix shows such as Tidying Up with Marie Kondo and Sparking Joy with 

Marie Kondo. Here, Marie Kondo, an evangelist of decluttering, guides the viewer in strate-

gies for tidying up one’s home. Psychological studies also state that reducing unnecessary 

elements makes objects perceived as more beautiful and preferred (Christensen et al., 

2020).  



 

Creating a mess! 

 

5 

 

In the context of the design of second-hand shops, visual clutter can lead to consumers feel-

ing overwhelmed and the shopping experience becoming unpleasant and avoided (Ebster & 

Garaus, 2011; Frahm et al., 2023a). Conversely, tidy environments are usually associated 

with positive perceptions of service, merchandise quality, and value (Ross, Bolton & Leloy, 

2023; Baker, Parasuraman, Grewal & Voss, 2002). Rosenholz et al. (2007) define visual clut-

ter as: "the state in which excess items, or their representation or organization, lead to a 

degradation of performance of some task" (Rosenholz et al., 2007). Hence, visual clutter is 

affected by parameters such as orientation, overlap, contrast to surroundings, and colour. 

These parameters can have a higher or lower variability, which creates different levels of 

clutter and makes it harder or easier to search for specific objects (Bravo & Farid, 2004; 

Rosenholtz et al., 2007; Wolfe et al., 2002), as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 Different levels of visual clutter (built on Bravo and Farid, 2004; Rosenholz et al., 2007; 
Wolfe et al., 2002).  

As this illustrates, clutter does not arise due to a single parameter but rather the combina-

tion of several: the number of items displayed, disorganized object placement, object orien-

tation variety, object dissimilarity to adjacent objects, colour variety among objects, low ob-

ject to background contrast, partial or whole occlusion of objects, or some combination of 

these can increase the feeling of clutter.    

Retailers aiming to reduce in-store clutter may thus apply a string of store design strategies, 

including curating items to display fewer, organizing items into well-known categories, sort-

ing items by colour, streamlining object orientation, etc. The nature of second-hand retail 

(i.e., large quantities of unique items on display, limited possibility to replace sold items with 

similar ones, the labour costliness of single-item handling, etc.) makes clutter reduction nec-

essary and challenging to second-hand store owners. 
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2.4 Design to reframe clutter 
An alternative to clutter reduction is to reframe the shopping experience into a consumption 

scenario where clutter has value or meaning. Reframing problems is known from literature 

as a core design strategy to overcome obstacles or challenges (e.g., Dorst, 2015; Dorst & 

Cross, 2001; Haase & Laursen, 2018). Reframing in design involves reinterpretation and shift-

ing of perspective (Dorst, 2015). That includes the process of co-evolution of problem and 

solution, which requires designers to shift between different perspectives, which can en-

compass changes in thinking (Dorst & Cross, 2001). 

In a second-hand context, where clutter is hard to escape, this approach may leverage the 

positive aspects of clutter. This strategic approach to store design thus allows for relatively 

more significant amounts of in-store clutter and disorder by framing clutter in a way that can 

lead to positive consumer experiences. From a consumer perspective, reframing can also en-

compass consumer creativity (Moreau & Dahl, 2005). This might be done by purposefully 

concentrating items in minimal space, leading to object occlusion, and then inviting consum-

ers to search through the objects manually. This type of display may engender a feeling of 

treasure hunting, as has been described in past research (e.g., Bardhi & Arnould, 2005; Guiot 

& Roux, 2010). By uncovering 'hidden treasures' through exploration, the consumer may get 

a positive experience from clutter. 

Another type of clutter-reframing pertains to signal consumer creativity. Psychological re-

search has shown a close connection between visual complexity and judgments of creativity, 

whether in consumer products (Christensen et al., 2015; O’Quinn & Besemer, 1989), art-

work, or abstract visual figures (Christensen et al., 2020). Creative individuals have also been 

found to prefer complex stimuli (Eisenman & Rappaport, 1967; Ziv & Kedar, 2009).  

Finally, disorderly environments encourage breaking with tradition and promote creative ac-

tivity (Vohs, Redden, & Rahniel, 2013). There are thus several theoretical reasons to assume 

that in-store complexity, disorder, and clutter may be tied to consumer creativity. However, 

this has yet to be found in the literature. In a second-hand retail context, such consumer cre-

ativity may, for example, relate to the ability to engage in combinatorial creativity (purchas-

ing several items that in combination lead to novel and valuable purchases to the consumer) 

or consumer-making processes (purchasing second-hand with the intent to repair, repurpose 

or otherwise remake the item for novel and valuable outcomes). Clutter may thus be theo-

retically tied to consumer creativity through the activity, such as the search for unique and 

novel items, through the ability to combine several items, or through remaking items after 

purchase. However, it is still being determined whether and to what extent second-hand re-

tailers use such creative reframing strategies. 

3. Theoretical framework 

In summary, we explored second-hand retailers' store design strategies to handle clutter to 

enhance our understanding of store design's role in sustainable consumption (see Table 2). 
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Our research offers an overview of strategies for managing visual complexity in second-hand 

shops and discusses harnessing clutter's creative potential. 

Table 2  Theoretical framework 

 Clutter-reducing  

strategies 

Clutter-reframing 

strategies 

Anticipated 
strategy  

impact on the 
consumer 

Seamless second-hand shopping 
experience. 

Changing the perception of clut-
ter in second-hand shopping. 

Design theory 
and solution 
principles 

Reducing complexity, disorder, 
and clutter from a design by mov-
ing towards simplicity (Hekkert, 
2006; Karvonen, 2000; Maeda, 
2006; Mollerup, 2006; Mollerup, 
2015; Norman, 2013): 

  

Reduce the number of products. 

Cluster products in meaningful 
categories. 

Sort products by colors. 

Reduce object occlusion in dis-
plays. 

Increase product contrast to the 
background. 

Streamline product orientation. 

Reframing problems (Dorst, 
2015; Haase & Laursen, 2018; 
Laursen & Barros, 2022); creative 
design as a process of co-evolu-
tion of problem and solution 
(Dorst & Cross, 2001); consumer 
creativity (Moreau & Dahl, 2005): 

 

Curating products from the same 
era/style to create a visual expe-
rience. 

Provide materials for upcycling or 
repair and encourage product 
combinations to reframe clutter 
beyond the shop to creative re-
making. 

Purposefully creating cluttered 
displays to reframe the shopping 
experience to treasure hunting.  

Relation to spati-
alized premises 
of second-hand 
shops 

Conventional/standardized and 
Gallery-like store design (Gregson 
& Crewe, 2003) 

Wardrobe-cum-attic and Prop-
box store design 

(Gregson & Crewe, 2003) 

4. Methodology 

This study was a non-linear process using systematic combining (Dubois & Gadde, 2002), 

meaning the literature search, data collection, and analysis of the empirical data informed 

one another. First, we conducted semi-structured interviews and observations, which were 

analyzed using the theoretical framework developed from the literature. Then, the analysis 

results were compared to the literature, which resulted in an overview of design strategies 

to address clutter in second-hand shops. 
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4.1 Informants 
This research investigates professional second-hand retailers (B2C) as we argue that these 

have the incentive to refine their sales strategies and, hence, store design. Cases of consum-

ers selling their used goods (C2C) in consignment stores or flea markets are excluded. Fur-

ther, as this study focuses on the design strategies of shops, we exclude cases of profes-

sional second-hand retailers who do not have a permanent brick-and-mortar store and only 

sell online, in pop-up shops, at markets, etc. The informants were selected based on expec-

tations of the empirical content (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Flyvbjerg, 2020) and thus included store 

managers and volunteers/employees in public and private second-hand shops. 

4.2 Data collection 
The data collection contained two methods: semi-structured interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2015; Tanggaard & Brinkmann, 2020) with professional second-hand retailers and observa-

tions (Szulevicz, 2020) in brick-and-mortar second-hand shops (see Table 3). 

Table 3  Collected data 

Method Informant type Data type 

and processing 

Interviews Public shops: Charity shop (x2) (in total 137 
mins), Second-hand shop at municipal recycling 
station (x2) (in total 194 mins), 

Private shops: Privately owned second-hand 
shop (x6) (in total 507 mins) 

Audio recordings, 
transcriptions, field 
notes, photos 

Observations Public shops: Charity shop (x 13), second-hand 
shop at municipal recycling station (x 2), 

Private shops: privately owned second-hand 
shop (x 10) 

Field notes, photos, 
sketches of floor 
plans with notes  

 

Semi-structured interviews (n=10) were used to investigate the second-hand retailers' con-

siderations and practices regarding the store design of their shops. Semi-structured inter-

views allow the interviewees to express their thoughts on the topic and support a free-flow-

ing and explorative conversation. The interviews contained questions with two primary fo-

cus points: 1) How do second-hand retailers seek to reduce the clutter in their shops, and 2) 

how do second-hand retailers reframe the clutter in their shops to change the consumers' 

perception of it? The interviews also included questions about the routine and frequency of 

changing the designs of the displays. 

The interviews were held in the respective second-hand shops, allowing the interviewer and 

interviewee to point out specific details in the shops. Photos were taken of the store details 

discussed for reference. All interviews were held in Denmark and conducted in the native 

language of both interviewer and interviewee. To ensure consistency, all interviews were 



 

Creating a mess! 

 

9 

 

held by the same researcher. On average, the interviews lasted 84 mins and were audio-rec-

orded and transcribed. 

Alongside the interviews, the empirical data includes observational studies in 25 second-

hand shops, including the ones used for interviews (see Figure 2). An observation guide 

(Szulevicz, 2020) was developed to collect data from observations based on the literature 

and insights from the interviews. While the interviews provided insights into the thoughts 

and motives of second-hand retailers, observational studies were used to investigate varia-

tions of the identified strategies further. 

 

Figure 2 Example of field notes from observational studies. 

4.3 Data analysis 
The interviews were transcribed, and the data was analyzed using Affinity Diagramming 

(Hanington & Martin, 2019; Kolko, 2011). Fifty photos of store displays were printed and 

clustered with quotes from second-hand retailers. Based on the literature, the clusters were 

divided into two groups: the clutter-reducing display strategies and the clutter-reframing 

display strategies. Under these, seven sub-strategies were identified. 

5. Results 

In the following, we identify seven sub-strategies used in second-hand shops to handle clut-

ter, which presumes different shopping modes or premises for the shopping experience. 

5.1 Design strategies for reducing clutter  
Function-sorted products: All second-hand shops observed have, to some extent, catego-

rized their products by product categories. These have been more or less detailed; some-

times, the categories are 'dinnerware' and 'clothing', while in other shops, the categorization 

has been more fine-grained. Therefore, shoes are further divided in terms of size, and din-
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nerware is divided into dessert plates, lunch plates, etc. (see Figure 3). Common is that sec-

ond-hand retailers report that the categorization makes it easier for both employees/volun-

teers and customers to navigate: 

“No doubt we place things in groups. It makes a difference and makes it easier to help 
customers find what they are looking for. I can tell them: 'There is a small group of 
vases around the corner and another group over there'. It makes it easier for me as 
well" – Informant #8 

 

Figure 3 Function-sorted product. T-shirts (left), coffee cups (top centre), lamps (top right), cookie 
tins (bottom centre), and men's shoes (bottom right). 

Categorizing products based on functionality can be less or more fine-grained. For instance, 

clothing can be divided based on gender and into tops and bottoms, which can be further 

divided into t-shirts, sweaters, pants, and skirts, which can be separated based on sizes or 

brands. There are multiple ways to do it; however, most second-hand shops that use func-

tion sorting only categorize their clothing into t-shirts, sweaters, etc. This makes the sorting 

and replenishing of goods more manageable for the employees but leaves more work for the 

customers, who will spend time searching for the correct size. Thus, consumers may experi-

ence this as clutter (as this is unusual compared to regular shops). Sorting, e.g., the t-shirts 

according to size, would require more work from the employees (also regarding maintaining 

this order throughout the day). However, it will create a shopping experience closer to what 

you would expect in a regular clothing store, which other studies (e.g., Frahm et al., 2023a) 

imply is needed to overcome some barriers to second-hand shopping. 

Moreover, as shown in Figure 3, many displays have a high item density, leading to overlap-

ping products (coffee cups, lamps, clothing, and cookie tins). This causes different levels of 
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clutter and makes it harder to identify specific items. However, one may argue that it is eas-

ier to get an overview of the clothing and cookie tins than an overview of the coffee cups 

and the lamps because no products are entirely hidden. All cookie tins and t-shirts are visi-

ble, even though you cannot see all parts of them. 

Color-sorted products: In some places, this is an alternative strategy to the fine-grained 

product categorization, e.g., clothing sorted by colours instead of jeans/t-shirts/dresses, and 

plastic kitchenware sorted by colors instead of bottles/lunchboxes/bowls, etc. In other 

shops, colour sorting is only used at selected displays, while the rest of the shop is clustered 

in product categories, as exemplified in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 Color-sorted products. Red clothing (left), black/white kitchenware and table decoration 
(top centre), brass products (top right), plastic kitchenware (bottom centre), and green 
home decor (bottom right). 

Compared to function-sorting, color-sorting seems visually less cluttered due to the limited 

amount of color. Looking at the clothing in Figure 3 (t-shirts) and Figure 4 (red clothing): the 

variability in orientation and overlap is quite similar, but the white background in Figure 4 

makes the clothing stand out clearer. The low colour variability in Figure 4 also makes it 

seem less cluttered. However, everything blurs together (except the dress with a checkered 

pattern, which differs in colour and length), making it harder to distinguish one product from 

another. Hence, the initial impression of a less cluttered clothing department comes with 

the expense of being harder to orientate and search for specific items as a customer.  

Collections: The collections are distinguished from a product categorization, as the collec-

tions are more specific (e.g., 'brooches', not 'jewellery'). Further, the individual products dif-

ferentiate from one another aesthetically, allowing customers to find their favourites. Inde-

pendent of each other, several second-hand retailers emphasize the importance of these 
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collections to give customers a well-curated selection of products (see Figure 5). They ex-

plain how they can push trends by having these collections and displaying them all together. 

“There is always one, which is the most beautiful. Like candy: there is always a favour-
ite. When you eat it, there is a new favourite among the ones left. If we have three 
small products somewhere, they will never get sold, but if we have 14, we can sell 
them. People need to feel like they have a choice, but it needs to be manageable at 
the same time.” – Informant #8 

 

Figure 5 Collections. Hyacinth vases (top), brooches (bottom left), and Italian vases (bottom right). 

Across different second-hand shops, the products within a collection are displayed side-by-

side (no overlapping products) for an excellent overview. The number of products is limited 

and slightly colour-coordinated to avoid visual clutter. Especially the private second-hand re-

tailers, whose shops are usually smaller than non-profit charity shops, report that they delib-

erately choose a few product categories to make collections of. Hence, they position them-

selves as 'the place to go for X' and avoid the clutter of storing only different products. They 

usually have more products for the collections in their back room but avoid having dupli-

cates inside the shop. This signalizes rarity. 

5.2 Design strategies for reframing clutter  
Encouraging treasure hunt: According to the literature, dump displays signalize bargains 

(Ebster & Garaus, 2011). In second-hand markets, dump displays allow retailers to store sev-

eral products in very little space (Figure 6). Some second-hand retailers strongly dislike these 

displays, as they do not do the products justice. However, other retailers carefully categorize 

products into dump displays as a part of the other store design. Besides storing several items 

in the same space, these dump displays encourage customers to rummage and use their ex-

pertise to find ‘treasures’.  
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Figure 6 Dump-displays. Buttons (left), brass products (centre), bracelets, and watches (right). 

Reframe to DIY stores: Some shops attempt to turn the perception of second-hand products 

into semi-finished products, and hence reframe the shops to DIY (do-it-yourself) stores. Fig-

ure 7 shows three attempts to encourage customers to turn second-hand products into a 

DIY project. The leftmost photo shows a sewing room inside a second-hand clothing store 

with free sewing supplies like thread, buttons, and zippers. The centre photo is taken in the 

same second-hand clothing store and shows free and straightforward guides on the most 

common clothing repairs to bring back home or use with the equipment in the store. The 

rightmost photo shows a sign saying: "Polish it yourself bargain", encouraging customers to 

buy the brass products as a cheap project. 

“Our shop must also be used for other things (red. than shopping). Next Monday, for 
example, we will have a workshop for making earrings after closing hours, and we are 
also planning a knitting event and port-tasting” – Informant #4  

 

Figure 7 Reframe to DIY store. Sewing room with free supplies (left), free upcycling and repair guides 
(centre), and a "Polish-it-yourself bargain" sign next to brass products (right). 

These three photos exemplify varying customer assistance levels. The sewing room offers 

free equipment and guides but requires prior knowledge of using a sewing machine due to 

the lack of instructions and personnel (the shop was self-service). However, this enables cre-

ativity for knowledgeable individuals. Unlike the first two photos, the rightmost display does 

not provide a guide or the materials necessary for polishing. Hence, this requires much more 

customer expertise, who would need to source the correct polishing agent and cloth. Even 
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though non-profit organizations like the charity shop (in which the rightmost photo is taken) 

do not have a budget to purchase polishing crème to hand out for free, they could have cut 

some of their second-hand sheets into smaller pieces and sold them as a complete package 

with the brass products —furthermore, added a picture or name of what/where to buy pol-

ishing crème for brass. These changes would lower the entrance for customers with less 

knowledge of materials and maintenance. 

Self-mix products: Figure 8 shows examples of second-hand shops encouraging consumers 

to participate in combinatorial creativity. The table with cocktail equipment (left) demon-

strates how a set of equipment can be put together and encourages customers to combine 

their favourites. The rightmost table exemplifies table settings with multiple sets of din-

nerware and glassware: "It is quite hard to get people to use the table for prototyping. They 

are afraid of ruining my decoration" – Informant #9.  

 

Figure 8 Self-mix products. Different equipment for cocktail-making (left), table for prototyping your 
own set of dinnerware (right). 

Second-hand shops often end up with the 'leftovers' of, e.g., larger sets of dinnerware; 

hence, to keep these products in use, one must combine different tableware to set a table 

for several people. Quite a few private second-hand retailers tell us it is crucial to show cus-

tomers examples of how to style and combine the products ("show it, don't tell it"), as they 

lack the required imagination. Like 'the collections', these products are carefully curated, 

making it almost impossible for customers to mix sets that do not match, but the quantity of 

products is large enough to give customers a feeling of a free choice. Combining related 

products like the rightmost table may also decrease the perceived clutter, as the number of 

products seems logical. Setting the table for six people with more than one serving would 

require several plates and cutlery, but putting everything in the correct position (including 

flowers in the vases and candles in the candlesticks) decreases the clutter. 
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Clutter as exhibition: Figure 9 shows how a purposefully cluttered display of doll heads is in-

stalled to attract attention to doll heads as a product category of particular interest. The ex-

hibition is not searchable (as in treasure hunting) but aims to attract attention to other sin-

gular doll heads at displays around the shop that may be purchased as home décor. 

 

Figure 9 Clutter as an exhibition. Mannequin parts and doll heads. 

As a second-hand retailer explains, it sometimes requires exaggeration to convince custom-

ers about the potential in a category of second-hand products (in this case, doll heads): "You 

must be very persistent to start a trend. I have probably been a part of creating awareness of 

using old doll heads as sculptures. For example, style them with a beautiful vase." – Inform-

ant #5. 

6. Concluding discussion 

This study contributes seven design strategies for handling clutter in second-hand shops. 

These strategies are divided into clutter-reducing and clutter-reframing strategies. The clut-

ter-reducing strategies attempt to create a better overview of the products and cluster prod-

ucts in meaningful groups to ease the search for specific items. These strategies include 

function- and color-sorting of the products and displays of selected collections. Clutter-re-

framing strategies strive to change the perception of clutter and turn second-hand shopping 

into a consumer-creativity experience. Hence, the vast number of unique items is seen as a 

potential to use one's creativity, taking advantage of the positive aspects of clutter. These 

strategies include encouraging treasure hunting, reframing to a DIY store, self-mix-products 

displays, and clutter as exhibitions. 
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6.1 Overview of strategies 
We have identified seven strategies for handling clutter in second-hand shops. Table 3 

shows how these strategies are divided into clutter-reducing and clutter-reframing strate-

gies.  

Table 3  Design strategies to handle clutter in second-hand shops.  

Strategies Short description 

Clutter- 

reducing 

Function-sorting 
products 

Sorting products based on their function/use. 
It can be done with different levels of detail. 

Color-sorting 

products 

Sorting overall product categories based on 
their color. E.g., clothing is divided into col-
ours instead of specific clothing types. 

Collections Showcasing highly curated products to pro-
vide customers with a manageable choice. 
Contains only one product type (e.g., hyacinth 
vases), within which no products are identical. 

Clutter- 

reframing 

Encouraging 

treasure hunt 

Large quantities of products, often overlap-
ping and in little space, force customers to 
rummage in search of products. 

Reframe to DIY store Provide customers with information or materi-
als to repair or upgrade second-hand products 
to emphasize that second-hand items are pro-
jects rather than finished products. 

Self-mix products Displays showing several related items and 
different versions of the same product. 
Strongly curated products to ensure a success-
ful experience of combinatorial creativity. 

Clutter as exhibition Displaying several items of the same type ex-
aggeratedly to draw attention to one product 
type, which is styled elsewhere in the shop. 

 

6.2 Suggestions on implication in praxis 
This research is valuable for second-hand retailers, as their knowledge about store designs 

and displays is often limited. Most second-hand retailers interviewed had no education or 

prior experience with retail or store display designs, hence relying on their ability to develop 

these competencies. This audience does not usually attend conferences or read scientific pa-

pers, so this knowledge must be distributed differently.  
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Looking at the distribution of design strategies among public shops (charity shops and sec-

ond-hand shops at municipal recycling stations) vs private shops (privately owned second-

hand shops), we find indications that clutter-reducing strategies dominate public shops. 

They seem less aware of how the store designs affect the shopping experience and express a 

lack of knowledge on how to improve it. They face challenges in implementing new design 

strategies, as multiple employees usually work different hours and with various competen-

cies. This problem does not occur in private second-hand shops, as there are usually only 1-3 

people. In public shops, especially charity shops, the design strategies were led by color-sort-

ing, which serves as a simple way to have several volunteers restock the displays. However, 

this may complicate the shopping experience, as it becomes harder to search for specific 

items. 

In the meantime, clutter-reframing strategies have mainly been observed in private shops. 

They are more conscious about how their store designs affect the shopping experience and 

changes in sales. Moreover, they use and experiment with different store design strategies 

and build an experience around what works in their shops, primary customers, and products. 

This could indicate that the clutter-reframing strategies are easier to implement if the prod-

ucts are strongly curated and not a large pile of incoherent donations. 

For public second-hand shops, we suggest the store managers create concrete guidelines 

with illustrations to exemplify how to set up and restock displays in the desired manner to 

overcome the barriers of having several employees interact with the same store displays.  

6.3 Limitations and further research 
This research has raised new questions about how consumers perceive the identified strate-

gies, if some strategies are better suited for some product categories than others, and why 

second-hand retailers implement some strategies but not others. That, combined with our 

research, will provide a solid picture of how to design the displays of second-hand shops that 

accommodate the consumer and the retailer. Furthermore, consumers may differ in their 

preferences for clutter-reducing vs reframing strategies based on their personal differences 

and shopping intentions. Hence, research must investigate consumer types and shopping 

strategies within second-hand shops. 

Acknowledgements: Thank you to all the second-hand retailers who took the time to let 
us interview them and show us their shops. 
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